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Abstract 
This study examines the phenomenon of “failed” states and governance intervention 

in comparative historical and international systemic context. The dissertation argues 

that state failure is a condition partly constructed by the leading actors of international 

society. The study advances a three-part framework for analysis to understand how 

leading states and their close allies interpret what constitutes a state failure and how 

an interventionist policy response is formulated. Interpretations of state failure and 

modes of governance intervention are based on the interplay of transnational disorder 

with the (1) distribution of capabilities in the international system, the (2) pattern of 

order in the international society, and the (3) sensitivity of the domestic polities of 

leading actors to risk. This framework for analysis is applied to three qualitative case 

studies of state “failure” and “governance” intervention selected on system polarity: 

the 1882 British occupation of Egypt; the United States combat intervention in South 

Vietnam, 1965; and Australia’s Regional Assistance Mission to the Solomon Islands 

(RAMSI) in 2003. 

 The geographical location of state failure is found in each case to be a function 

of the distribution of capabilities. In heterogenous patterns of international order, 

thresholds for state failure are found to be high relative to homogenous international 

orders. The extent of transnational activities viewed as a security risk by leading 

actors is found to be positively associated with states’ perceived capacity to manage 

such risks and control future outcomes. The study finds that in multipolar and bipolar 

structures, strategic competition heavily constrains interventionist responses to state 

failure. In a unipolar system, the mode of intervention is found to be influenced more 

by the presence of transnational activities that deviate from the pattern of order valued 

by the hegemon.  

The study finds that heterogenous international orders have a high threshold 

for permissible governance intervention in failed states. The opposite pattern is found 

in a unipolar system with a homogenous pattern of order. In each case, the governance 

objectives of the interventions are found to be consistent with the standards of 

appropriate statehood valued by the intervening power and in conformity with the 

ordering principles of international society. Intended governance outcomes in the 

homogenous pattern of order are narrowly circumscribed and technocratic. Those in 

heterogenous international orders are found to be more political, fluid and reliant on 

the discretion of representatives on the ground. The study finds in all cases that the 
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objectives for governance interventions are oriented to controlling and ameliorating 

the offending transnational activities rather than addressing the “root causes” of state 

weakness. Domestic risk sensitivity is found to be a negative constraint on action or 

inaction in highly publicised cases of transnational disorder. It is also found to act as 

an enabling factor to allow governments to pursue interventions less tenable under 

other domestic political conditions.  

 The study finds that the official motives for governance interventions in failed 

states are security-focused and consistent with permissible reasons for intervention in 

the international society. The main finding of the study is that prestige-based motives 

are in all cases stated openly and concurrently along with the more direct and tangible 

security-based motives. The prestige motive is linked directly to the distribution of 

capabilities in the international system and the domestic risk sensitivity in leading 

states. Great powers and their close allies view managing the transnational risks of 

state failure as an important activity for maintaining or accruing international prestige. 

It is also found to be an avenue for demonstrating foreign policy “strength” in the 

domestic political sphere.  

The study finds that none of the three cases of governance intervention 

considered are successful according to their own intentions and objectives. I conclude 

that this is due to the partly constructed nature of the failed state phenomenon. In each 

case, the external motivating factors for governance interventions are found to be both 

internally incoherent and inconsistent with the local complexities of the weak state in 

question. Once committed, however, intervening states are highly resistant to altering 

their governance objectives, to the point of failure or a semi-permanent presence. The 

findings of the dissertation hold significant implications for an emerging multipolar 

international system in the twenty-first century.  
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1. Introduction: the problem of ineffectually governed political spaces  

Robert Kaplan depicted the dire consequences of state failure along a string of West 

African states in an influential 1994 article, ‘The Coming Anarchy’, and predicted 

that this was ‘what the political character of our planet is likely to be in the twenty-

first century’.1 Kaplan’s article foreshadowed the current intense academic and policy 

interest in the perceived crisis of governance and order in large swathes of the 

postcolonial and post-communist world.2 Indeed, by the close of the 1990s, the 

“pathologies” of the failed state, exemplified in that decade by the cases of Sierra 

Leone, Liberia, Afghanistan, Somalia and Haiti, had become a commonplace in the 

academic literature.3

It was only following the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks on the United 

States, directed by al-Qaeda from Afghanistan, that the failed state transcended its 

previous mainly humanitarian dimension to acquire its current status as a profound 

transnational security risk.

 Internally, “failed” states were characterised by corrupted and 

disintegrating institutions, endemic civil war along ethnic lines, human rights abuses 

and intractable poverty. Externally, failed states generated massive cross-border 

refugee flows and epidemic diseases, facilitated transnational crime, and exported a 

contagious instability and disorder to regional neighbours.  

4 The failed state has undergone a redefinition consistent 

with the “securitisation” of governance in the post-9/11 international climate. Rather 

than denoting a state with chronic internal conflicts giving rise to acute human 

security concerns, state failure since 2001 has been increasingly viewed as the failure 

to provide ‘security from the types of societal disorder that provide ideal conditions in 

which malevolent transnational forces can operate’.5

                                                 
1 Robert D. Kaplan, ‘The Coming Anarchy’, The Atlantic Monthly 273, no. 2 (1994): 45.  

 It is now a routine assertion that 

weak and failed states rather than strong revisionist states pose the gravest threat to 

international security. This has prompted a plethora of literature examining the 

perceived causes and predictors of state failure, and incidences of external 

2 The so-called “arc of instability”; or in Thomas Barnett’s conception, the “non-integrating gap”; see 
The Pentagon’s New Map: War and Peace in the Twenty-First Century (New York: G.P. Putnam’s 
Sons, 2004). 
3 The notion of failed state “pathologies” as deviations from a norm of “appropriate” statehood is 
derived from Adam David Morton, ‘The “Failed State” of International Relations’, New Political 
Economy 10, no. 3 (2005): 371-79. 
4 Robert I. Rotberg, ‘Failed States in a World of Terror’, Foreign Affairs 81, no. 4 (2002): 127.   
5 Michael Wesley, ‘Toward a Realist Ethics of Intervention’, Ethics & International Affairs 19, no. 2 
(2005): 68. 
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intervention and state-building.6

Distinct from earlier modes of neo-liberal economic, democratisation and 

human rights interventionism, which were concerned mainly with the manipulation of 

states’ internal processes, governance intervention seeks to ensure appropriate 

transnational security outcomes, ‘specifically, making states effective in controlling 

what occurs and arises from within their borders’.

 The visceral concern with the pathologies of the 

failed state has subsumed the humanitarian intervention arguments of the 1990s to 

solidify the shift away, both in norms and practice, from the principle of non-

intervention in states’ internal affairs toward a “new” paradigm of “governance” 

interventionism.  

7 State-building is now dedicated to 

this end. “Best practice” in state-building adopts a progressive approach that first 

seeks to restore physical security before moving through institutional capacity 

building in budget and finance, administrative, legal and judicial, market economy 

and electoral functions.8 This greater attentiveness to shaping governance outcomes is 

also evident in arguments for international arrangements such as shared sovereignty,9 

neo-trusteeship,10 and in calls for a return to a benign imperial control and tutelage.11

Due to its policy resonance in the “war on terror”, the rapidly proliferating 

literature on state fragility, governance and state-building is in large part practitioner 

driven.

 

12

                                                 
6 See, for example, David Carment, ‘Assessing State Failure: Implications for Theory and Policy’, 
Third World Quarterly 24, no. 3 (2003): 407-27; Simon Chesterman, Michael Ignatieff and Ramesh 
Thakur, eds., Making States Work: State Failure and the Crisis of Governance (Tokyo: United Nations 
University Press, 2005); Francis Fukuyama, State-Building: Governance and World Order in the 21st 
Century (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004); Michael Ignatieff, Empire Lite: Nation-Building 
in Bosnia, Kosovo and Afghanistan (London: Vintage, 2003); Robert I. Rotberg, ed., State Failure and 
State Weakness in a Time of Terror (Washington, DC: World Peace Foundation, 2003); Robert I. 
Rotberg, ed., When States Fail: Causes and Consequences (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2004); and the Foreign Policy/Fund for Peace, ‘Failed States Index’, Foreign Policy (July-Aug issue), 
annually beginning in 2005.   

 Focused on the problems at hand, it often lacks historical sensitivity. In 

7 Wesley, ‘Toward a Realist Ethics of Intervention’, 66.  
8 See, for example, Monika François and Inder Sud, ‘Promoting Stability and Development in Fragile 
and Failed States’, Development Policy Review 24, no. 2 (2006): 149-50; Barnett R. Rubin, ‘Peace 
Building and State-Building in Afghanistan: Constructing Sovereignty for whose Security?’, Third 
World Quarterly 27, no. 1 (2006): 175-85; Michael Wesley, ‘The State of the Art on the Art of State 
Building’, Global Governance 14 (2008): 373.  
9 Stephen D. Krasner, ‘Sharing Sovereignty: New Institutions for Collapsed and Failing States’, 
International Security 29, no. 2 (2004): 85-120. 
10 James D. Fearon and David D. Laitin, ‘Neotrusteeship and the Problem of Weak States’, 
International Security 28, no. 4 (2004): 5-43; and Saira Mohamed, ‘From Keeping Peace to Building 
Peace: A Proposal for a Revitalized United Nations Trusteeship Council’, Columbia Law Review 105 
(2005): 809-40. 
11 Niall Ferguson, Colossus: The Rise and Fall of the American Empire (London: Allen Lane, 2004). 
12 Derick W. Brinkerhoff and Jennifer M. Brinkerhoff, ‘Governance Reforms and Failed States: 
Challenges and Implications’, International Review of Administrative Sciences 68 (2002): 514. 
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academic contexts, the failed state literature is as much the purview of development 

economists, public administration specialists and political scientists, as it is of 

international relations (IR) or foreign policy scholars. This perhaps explains the 

apparent near absence of any sustained IR theoretical analysis of the failed state 

phenomenon in historical context, despite the intensity of recent empirical interest in 

the issue. An important exception to this omission remains Robert Jackson’s analysis 

of the postcolonial “quasi-state” using Martin Wight’s theoretical strands of 

rationalism, realism and revolutionism.13

1.1 Research problem  

 This dissertation seeks to go some way 

toward filling this significant gap in the contemporary field of IR. While grounded 

within political science and drawing on theoretical strands in sociology and 

institutional economics, the dissertation is intended to sit squarely within the 

discipline of IR and it engages directly with and employs established IR theories in its 

analyses. 

A recurring problem of international relations is the perceived existence of 

ineffectually or ungoverned political spaces peripheral to core members of the 

international society but indelibly linked as a source or transit point of pervasive 

transnational insecurity and disorder.14

                                                 
13 See Robert H. Jackson, ‘Quasi-States, Dual Regimes, and Neoclassical Theory: International 
Jurisprudence and the Third World’, International Organization 41, no. 4 (1987): 538-48; and Jackson, 
Quasi-States: Sovereignty, International Relations, and the Third World (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990), chapter 7. For an explication of Martin Wight’s theoretical categories, see 
International Theory: The Three Traditions (Leicester, UK and London: Leicester University Press, 
1991). 

 The disintegration of Ottoman control in the 

Balkans and eastern Mediterranean was a regular source of transnational instability on 

the immediate periphery of the nineteenth-century European international society. The 

perception of chronic disorder in the Caribbean and Central America has posed 

similar historical problems for the United States. Australia currently faces its own 

apparent “arc of instability” stretching from the eastern Indonesian archipelago 

through the southern Philippines and Melanesia to the small island states of the South 

Pacific. In the post-Cold War period, transnational disorder generated by state 

14 An “international society” is understood here in English School terms as ‘a group of states, conscious 
of certain common interests and common values’, which ‘form a society in the sense that they conceive 
themselves to be bound by a common set of rules in their relations with one another, and share in the 
workings of common institutions’. An international society presupposes an international system 
considered in strictly realist terms; see Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in World 
Politics, 3rd ed. (Basingstoke, UK and New York: Palgrave, 2002), 13. 
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weakness has become increasingly proximate to core members of the liberal-

democratic international society through the intensifying processes of globalisation.  

Chronic weakness and lack of effective government control in fragile states 

renders traditional forms of statecraft ineffectual in addressing peripheral disorder, 

thus creating a profound security problem for the leading actors of the international 

society. Coercion and inducements do not yield desired results in dysfunctional states 

that lack rational unitary actor attributes. Responses to the transnational security risks 

generated by weak states have tended broadly to take three forms. The first is to 

quarantine the offending territory or members of the international society from the 

security risk generated from the territory. The second is territorial conquest and the 

imposition of imperial control, whether direct annexation or indirect influence. The 

third is more limited but intensive governance interventions, which retain the juridical 

sovereignty of the targeted state while seeking to firstly stabilise, and then build or 

restructure effectively functioning institutions in conformity with the values and 

interests of the intervening power, and the prevailing pattern of order in the 

international society.15

Intervention in international relations is commonly defined as the ‘dictatorial 

or coercive interference, by an outside party or parties, in the sphere of jurisdiction of 

a sovereign state, or more broadly of an independent political community’.

 I focus on the latter of these as reflecting contemporary 

practice, although this form of governance intervention is also found in earlier periods 

as the case studies in Part II of the dissertation will show.  

16

                                                 
15 Brennan M. Kraxberger calls this latter response the ‘revival and reconstruction method’, and argues 
that it has been dominant since the post-1945 wave of decolonisation; see Kraxberger, ‘Failed States: 
Temporary Obstacles to Democratic Diffusion or Fundamental Holes in the World Political Map’, 
Third World Quarterly 28, no. 6 (2007): 1058. See also Marina Ottaway, ‘Rebuilding State Institutions 
in Collapsed States’, Development and Change 33, no. 5 (2002): 1001-02. 

 

Governance intervention as considered here, however, is a broader but generally less 

coercive concept than this definition allows. The three governance interventions 

examined in this dissertation were all consensual, in that they took place at the 

invitation or acquiescence of the government of the targeted state recognised as 

legitimate in international law. Governance intervention is also a broader concept in 

its objectives than the above definition stipulates. Its protagonists seek a measure of 

control over present and future governance outcomes from targeted states through the 

promotion of enduring institutional arrangements, rather than the manipulation of 

16 Hedley Bull, ‘Introduction’, in Intervention in World Politics, ed. Hedley Bull (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1984), 1.  
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internal processes for either short or longer-term objectives. The outcomes sought 

from governance interventions refer specifically to the management of transnational 

security risks by making dysfunctional states effective in controlling their populations 

and territories.  

1.2 Research questions 

The study is guided by three interrelated research questions: (1) Why do some 

ineffectively governed political spaces, or weak states, by giving rise to perceived 

intolerable transnational security risks, come to be interpreted by leading actors as 

“failed” states? (2) What factors influence leading states and their close allies to 

manage such transnational risks with potentially costly governance interventions? (3) 

How do variable configurations of motivating factors translate to different modes of 

intervention in failed states? 

1.3 Research design and chapter overview 

The dissertation takes a holistic approach suited to understanding the complex failed 

state phenomenon.17

 The material in chapters 2 and 3 is developed from two large preliminary 

research projects, which do not directly appear in the dissertation. The first examined 

the conventional view of state failure described above by reference to the various 

 The research design is theoretically pluralist and eschews strict 

boundary demarcations. The main theoretical propositions are drawn from IR theories 

and supplemented by political sociology. The study has involved deep and sustained 

historical inquiry across a number of settings in both diplomatic and intellectual 

history. The importance of both material and ideational factors and the interplay 

between the domestic politics of leading states and their foreign policies is also 

necessary in understanding the failed state phenomenon. The dissertation incorporates 

all these elements at various stages. The dissertation is divided into two parts. Part I, 

comprising chapters 2 and 3, critiques existing approaches to the failed state 

phenomenon and develops a theoretical framework to understand the problem in 

comparative historical and international systemic context. Part II, comprising chapters 

4, 5 and 6, applies the theoretical framework to three empirical cases of state failure 

and governance intervention. 

                                                 
17 On “understanding” rather than “explanation” in social science; see Martin Hollis and Steve Smith, 
Explaining and Understanding International Relations (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990).   
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theories of international relations, as represented by their seminal texts and thinkers. 

The theoretical analysis and reconceptualisation of the failed state offered in chapter 2 

is partly drawn from this project. Chapter 2 positions the research presented in this 

dissertation as an alternative to much of the academic and policy literature on state 

failure. I first demonstrate the inadequacies of empirical approaches to defining state 

failure. I then critique the notion that contemporary state failure is unique or uniquely 

threatening. The following two sections critique the more deeply held assumptions 

about state failure. I show that formal institutions of governance are not the primary 

causal factors for state effectiveness and failure, and then argue that social contract 

approaches to the state are inadequate to foster the political community necessary for 

effective statehood. The final section of chapter 2 draws on classical realist and 

critical constructivist perspectives to reconceptualise state failure.   

A second preliminary project involved a historical survey of the recorded 

motives for intervention and/or imperial control stretching from the Mediterranean 

world of classical antiquity through the subsequent Western tradition to the present. 

Patterns in protagonist’s motives were discerned through an inductive analysis of the 

historical literature and theoretical literature on imperialism. The findings from this 

survey suggested that while material and normative motives were present in nearly all 

episodes of intervention, an emphasis on normative motivation was positively 

associated with periods of heightened imperial ascendancy. Moral claims over weaker 

polities were made during historical periods of vastly disproportionate or unbalanced 

civilisational power, such as that of the Roman Empire, modern European 

imperialism, and the current post-Cold War Western liberal order. In these periods, 

moral claims are pressed through an institutionalised “standard of civilisation” 

reflecting the world-view and civilisational identity of hegemonic actors. This 

relationship between power, normative claims, and the identities of leading actors 

informs the theoretical framework developed in chapter 3.   

The framework for analysis elaborated in chapter 3 adapts these large and 

diffuse historical factors into more conventional IR and political sociology concepts 

with which to evaluate the case studies to follow and provide answers to the research 

questions. I advance a three part framework for analysis to understand how the elite 

decision-makers of leading states interpret what constitutes a state failure and how 

they formulate an interventionist policy response. I argue that interpretations of state 

failure and modes of governance intervention are based on the interplay of contingent 
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transnational disorder with the (1) distribution of capabilities in the international 

system, the (2) pattern of order in the international society, and the (3) sensitivity of 

the domestic polities of leading actors to risk. Finally, the theoretical framework 

proposes that variable configurations of these factors will translate into differing 

modes of governance intervention in failed states. 

This framework for analysis is then applied deductively via controlled 

comparison to the three qualitative case studies of state “failure” and governance 

intervention considered in the dissertation. The first two cases are historic. Chapter 4 

examines the British intervention in Egypt in 1882 covering the period from 1881 

when the nationalist rebellion and governmental crisis became acute, to 1887, when 

Britain’s commitment to withdraw was abandoned. Chapter 5 analyses the US combat 

intervention in South Vietnam in 1965, covering the period from the decline of the 

Diem regime in 1960 until President Johnson’s decision in 1968 not to stand for re-

election and to scale back the intervention as a precursor to eventual withdrawal. The 

third case is contemporary. Chapter 6 examines the Australian-led intervention in 

Solomon Islands in 2003, an operation that remains ongoing at the time of writing. 

This study covers the period from the coup in the capital, Honiara, in June 2000, until 

the election of the Rudd Labor government in Australia in November 2007. The 

criteria for case selection and the methods and sources used in these case studies are 

outlined in section 3.4 below. The conclusion to the dissertation summarises the 

findings from the case studies, evaluates them against the research questions and 

theoretical framework, and draws some implications from this for the international 

system in the twenty-first century.  

The research design has two main limitations that should be acknowledged. 

First, the research project has been undertaken from a Western-centric, and even more 

narrowly, an Anglo-American standpoint, in that the protagonists of the interventions 

intended to reverse state failure in all episodes here are culturally Anglo-American. 

This limitation is due to necessary constraints on time, resources and language skills. 

The findings of the dissertation could be made more rigorous in future research by 

examining what state failure might mean in other cultural contexts and by analysing 

interventions by non-Western powers.  

A second limitation is that the interpretations of state failure considered here 

are only those resulting in a direct external intervention. The theoretical framework 

developed in chapter 3 allows for an interpretation of state failure to be made without 
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an intervention taking place. The rigour of the study could therefore be enhanced in 

future research by including negative cases where an interpretation of state failure was 

made by leading actors, but where an intervention did not take place.18 In the interests 

of analytical clarity, however, it was preferable to focus in this initial exploratory 

study on episodes where intervention did occur, so as to be able to explicate the 

relationships among the key concepts.19

1.4 Main findings and significance of study 

 

The study finds that state failure is a condition partly constructed by the leading actors 

of the international system. The interpretation that a state has “failed” is made by 

reference to external factors that have only a superficial and indirect correspondence 

to the empirical conditions within weak states. State failure in any given period is 

located conceptually at the intersection of system polarity and the incidence of 

transnational disorder to which leading actors are risk sensitive. The geographical 

location of state failure is found in each case to be a function of the prevailing 

distribution of capabilities.  

The study posits that the pattern of order in international society may be 

heterogenous or homogenous, or considered in English School terms, pluralist or 

solidarist. The study finds that a high transnational security threshold for state failure 

will be produced in patterns of order that are pluralistic, with acceptance of differing 

regime forms and minimal standards for state behaviour. Conversely, the threshold for 

the evaluation of transnational risk, and interpretations of state failure, will be much 

lower in solidarist patterns of order, based on homogeneity in state identities and 

behaviours. In both patterns of order, however, the extent of transnational activities 

viewed as a risk by leading actors is found to be positively associated with a state’s 

perceived capacity to manage such risks and control future outcomes. 

                                                 
18 On negative cases in qualitative research, see James Mahoney and Gary Goertz, ‘The Possibility 
Principle: Choosing Negative Cases in Comparative Research’, American Political Science Review 98, 
no. 4 (2004): 653-69.  
19 The dissertation could also be criticised on normative grounds. It tells the story of powerful states 
acting on the weak and powerless out of concern for their own values and interests. The voices of the 
marginalised and suffering are not directly heard. As the case studies will show, however, it is the 
perceptions of elite decision-makers in capable states, filtered through the prism of their entrenched 
world-views and past political experiences that is of salience in understanding the failed state problem 
from an IR perspective. Altruistic concerns were expressed in all cases by particular decision-makers, 
but, in the final analysis, cannot be said to have formed part of states’ motives for intervention. The 
assumptions of elite decision-makers and accounts of their actions are subject to critical scrutiny 
throughout, but I do not make moral judgements on actors’ behaviour.              
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The study posits that the modes of intervention undertaken to address state 

failure will be either unilateral or multilateral in their conduct, limited or unlimited in 

the scope of their governance objectives, and temporary or indefinite in their intended 

duration. The study finds that in multipolar and bipolar systems, strategic competition 

heavily constrains interventionist policy responses toward failed states, and the modes 

of governance intervention undertaken. In a unipolar system, by contrast, the mode of 

intervention undertaken is found to be influenced more by the perception of 

transnational activities that deviate from the pattern of order valued by the hegemon 

and its close allies. In all cases in this dissertation, the objectives for governance 

interventions are addressed directly to controlling and ameliorating the offending 

transnational activities rather than addressing the “root causes” of state weakness. 

The study finds that heterogenous patterns of international order have a high 

threshold for permissible governance intervention in failed states. The opposite 

pattern is found in a unipolar system with a homogenous pattern of order. The 

objectives of governance interventions are found in all cases to be consistent with the 

standards of appropriate statehood valued by the intervening power, and in conformity 

with the ordering principles of the international society. In the unipolar, homogenous 

pattern of order, desired governance outcomes are found to be specific, technocratic 

and narrowly circumscribed. On the other hand, governance objectives in pluralistic 

patterns of order are found to be more political, fluid and reliant on the discretion of 

representatives of the intervening power. The climate of domestic risk sensitivity in 

intervening states is found to act as a constraint on action or inaction in highly 

publicised cases of transnational disorder. It is also found to act as an enabling factor 

to allow governments to pursue interventions less tenable under other domestic 

political conditions.  

 The study finds that the official motives for governance interventions in failed 

states are security-focused and consistent with permissible reasons for intervention in 

the international society. The main finding of the study is, however, that prestige-

based motives are in all cases stated openly and concurrently by decision-makers 

along with the more direct and tangible security motives. The prestige motive is 

linked directly to the distribution of capabilities in the international system and the 

domestic risk sensitivity in leading states. Great powers and their close allies view 

managing the transnational risks of state failure as an important activity for 



 

 10 

maintaining or accruing international prestige. It is also found to be an avenue for 

demonstrating foreign policy “strength” in the domestic political sphere.  

Finally, the study finds that none of the three cases of governance intervention 

considered are successful according to their own intentions and objectives. I suggest 

that this is due to the partly constructed nature of the state failure phenomenon. In all 

cases, the external motivating factors for governance intervention are either internally 

incoherent, and/or inconsistent with the social complexities and politico-cultural 

dynamics of the weak state in question. Once committed, however, the study finds 

that intervening states are highly resistant to altering their governance objectives to 

the point of failure and withdrawal, or semi-permanent administrative guidance. 

 The significance of the study for academic IR and for the policy community is 

threefold. It first makes a substantial contribution to the contemporary literature in this 

area by adding a layer of historical richness and theoretical nuance. This enables a 

more contextualised understanding of the failed state phenomenon, which, as 

mentioned, has tended to be narrow and problem-driven in its approach. Second, in 

terms of academic IR, the dissertation clearly demonstrates the relevance of neo-

classical realism to the “new” security and transnational issues agenda of the post-

Cold War period. It also contributes to the developing dialogue of recent years 

between classical realism and social constructivism.20

 

 For the policy community, the 

findings from the dissertation can also provide a guide for future action in gaining a 

better understanding of the dynamics of transnational disorder in any emerging 

multipolar international system of the twenty-first century. This is canvassed more 

extensively in the conclusion.  

                                                 
20 See, for example, Jennifer Sterling-Folker, ‘Realism and the Constructivist Challenge: Rejecting, 
Reconstructing, or Rereading’, International Studies Review 4 (2002): 73-97; J. Samuel Barkin, 
‘Realist Constructivism’, International Studies Review 5 (2003): 325-42. 
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2. The flawed premises of post-Cold War approaches to state failure, 

governance, and state-building 

2.1 Introduction 

The international relations (IR) discipline in the post-Cold War era has been afflicted 

with a chronic case of what in historiography is termed “presentism”. The fallacy of 

presentism is the provincial idea that we in the present stand at the apex of human 

achievement and virtue, and that our opportunities and problems are of greater 

moment than those faced in the past. This is particularly evident in the proliferating 

academic and policy literature in the area of state failure, governance intervention and 

state-building. The failed state phenomenon is held to be either unique to the post-

Cold War era, or after the shock of 9/11, especially pernicious in an increasingly 

interconnected world.1

 There have always been weak or fragile states in the modern period or poorly 

governed and disorderly independent political communities in earlier times.

 Even the most cursory historical survey, however, shows that 

peripheral disorder from ineffectually governed political spaces has been a ubiquitous 

feature of past imperial and international systems, and a perennial thorn in the side of 

the most powerful actors.  

2

                                                 
1 See, for example, Gerald B. Helman and Stephen S. Ratner, ‘Saving Failed States’, Foreign Policy 89 
(Winter 1992): 3; Robert C. Orr, ‘The United States as Nation Builder: Facing the Challenge of Post-
Conflict Reconstruction’, in Winning the Peace: An American Strategy for Post-Conflict 
Reconstruction, ed. Robert C. Orr (Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and International Studies, 
2004), 7; US Department of Defense, National Defense Strategy (Washington, DC, June 2008), 2-3. 

 Why has 

state fragility or failure acquired such importance in policy and academic circles in the 

post-Cold War period? Why, for example, would the Democratic Republic of Congo 

(DRC) be considered a “failed” state in 1995 or 2005, but not in 1965, when there is 

no meaningful difference in its observable empirical conditions? This chapter seeks to 

answer these questions. In doing so, it reconceptualises state failure and lays the 

foundation for the theoretical framework advanced in chapter 3. In what follows, the 

prevailing academic and policy consensus on the definitions of, and causes for state 

failure are challenged, and the flawed assumptions underlying contemporary 

approaches to governance and state-building in fragile states are exposed.  

2 Following Hedley Bull and Adam Watson, the term “independent political community” is used here, 
where applicable, to bridge the historical disjunctures between widely differing forms of polity. 
Independent political community does not necessarily imply the strictly delimited territorial jurisdiction 
of the modern state; see Bull and Watson, ‘Introduction’, in The Expansion of International Society, ed. 
Hedley Bull and Adam Watson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 1.  
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The chapter demonstrates that empirical indicators that seek to measure its 

causes or consequences cannot define state failure. I argue that the concept of the 

failed state cannot be considered unique to the post-Cold War era, nor is the current 

failed state phenomenon uniquely threatening when compared with other historical 

periods. The chapter also shows that state failure is not primarily a failure of formal 

institutions of governance. Neither is it a result of the failure of the state to provide 

public goods to its citizens. I make the case that state failure has an objective and 

subjective dimension, and both are essential to its conceptualisation. The objective 

dimension of state failure is the inability of weak governments to effectively control 

the territories and populations for which they are responsible to the international 

society. Transnational security risk is inherent to this empirical condition. Many weak 

states have exhibited this characteristic, however, and it is not a sufficient condition to 

be designated a failed state. The existence of a “failed state” relies on it being 

characterised as such by the dominant actors. State failure is a subjective political 

judgement made by the elite decision-makers of leading states. This judgement is 

based on the sensitivity of great powers and their close allies to particular types of 

transnational disorder and insecurity generated from the periphery in differing 

historical periods.  

The central conclusion of this chapter is that the post-Cold War failed state 

phenomenon is a product of the change in the structure of the international system 

from bipolar to unipolar; a changed pattern of order that assumes universal movement 

toward a global liberal-democratic order as normative; and acute domestic risk 

sensitivity in Western states to transnational threats transmitted through the processes 

of globalisation. The internal empirical conditions of most contemporary failed states 

were independent of these systemic changes. Many postcolonial states in Africa and 

elsewhere, for example, have demonstrated the material conditions of state failure 

since their inception.3

                                                 
3 Robert H. Jackson, The Global Covenant: Human Conduct in a World of States (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), 296; Richard Caplan, ‘From Collapsing States to Neo-trusteeship: The Limits 
to Solving the Problem of “Precarious Statehood” in the 21st Century’, Third World Quarterly 28, no. 2 
(2007): 231; Lisa Anderson, ‘Antiquated Before they Can Ossify: States that Fail Before they Form’, 
Journal of International Affairs 58, no. 1 (2004): 10-14; Sinclair Dinnen, ‘Lending a Fist? Australia’s 
New Interventionism in the Southwest Pacific’ (Discussion Paper 2004/5, State, Society and 
Governance in Melanesia Project, Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies, The Australian 
National University, 2004), 24. 

 That juridical statehood can no longer be extinguished is a 

property of a postcolonial pattern of order, not the material conditions of the failed 
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state. Before the UN system was established weak states could be absorbed by their 

neighbours or by imperial powers.4

The approach taken in this chapter is both historically grounded, and unlike 

most writing on failed states, will also draw explicitly on IR theoretical perspectives. 

Historical knowledge cannot predict specific events, but regularities in collective 

human behaviour over time can provide a valid and useful guide for future action.

 

5 In 

addition to a lack of historical sensitivity, the concept of state failure is notoriously 

under-theorised, which is obvious in the lack of consensus on its definition.6

2.2 Empirical definitions of state failure: confusion and conflation 

  

The failed state has proven difficult to delineate and define with clarity. Two main 

approaches have been used in defining the concept empirically or statistically. The 

first, such as that of Robert I. Rotberg, bases its assessment on the relative presence or 

absence of the perceived pathologies of state failure. Categories of state are then 

arranged on a continuum ranging from weak or fragile, through failing to failed, and 

finally, to collapsed. The continuum implies movement either way, and that the strong 

or capable state lies at the other extremity.7 Another approach conflates definition 

with identification. The annual ‘Failed States Index’, commissioned by the Fund for 

Peace and Foreign Policy assesses states at risk of collapse against twelve empirical 

indicators, such as demographic pressures, uneven development, numbers of refugees, 

economic decline, human rights abuses, deterioration of public services, factionalised 

elites and external intervention, among others. States of concern are then arranged in a 

league table; with the top ten deemed as failed or collapsed.8

These two approaches to definition are problematic. The continuum is 

positional rather than definitional. It seems to place categories in relation to one 

another, rather than specifying the attributes of each category. Both methods also 

derive their categories or identifications of relative state failure from empirical 

 

                                                 
4 Kraxberger, ‘Failed States’, 1058.  
5 E. H. Carr, What is History? (Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, 1964), 68-69. 
6 This has been noted by many scholars. See, for example, Sebastian von Einsiedel, ‘Policy Responses 
to State Failure’, in Making States Work: State Failure and the Crisis of Governance, ed. Simon 
Chesterman, Michael Ignatieff and Ramesh Thakur (Tokyo: United Nations University Press, 2005), 
15; Stewart Patrick, ‘Weak States and Global Threats: Fact or Fiction?’, The Washington Quarterly 29, 
no. 2 (2006): 29; François and Sud, ‘Promoting Stability and Development in Fragile and Failed 
States’, 142. 
7 Robert I. Rotberg, ‘Failed States, Collapsed States, Weak States: Causes and Indicators’, in State 
Failure and State Weakness in a Time of Terror, 2-10. 
8 See Foreign Policy/Fund for Peace, ‘Failed States Index’, annual, July-Aug issue, beginning in 2005.  
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indicators that are analytically imprecise. Indicators such as refugee flows, economic 

decline and human rights abuses measure both causes and consequences of state 

failure. Another problem is that certain indicators are present in some cases and not 

others. A number of the indicators of pathology used to identify state failure are also 

present in strong or capable states. Methods that rely on a context-specific set of 

shifting, amorphous empirical indicators cannot define the concept of the failed state.9

Much more useful as a point of departure in thinking about state failure is 

Robert Jackson’s concept of “quasi-state”, developed in two seminal works published 

in 1987 and 1990.

 

10 Quasi-states are essentially nominal political entities with largely 

abstract constitutions and institutions but whose existence is maintained and protected 

by courtesy of the international society.11 This was made possible by normative 

changes to the meaning of state sovereignty that evolved during the post-1945 period 

of rapid decolonisation. Jackson characterises this normative shift as ‘the ascendancy 

of a highly accommodating international morality which, at its center, contains the 

principle of self-determination as an unqualified, universal human right of all ex-

colonial peoples’.12 Under the irresistible moral pressure generated by anti-colonial 

principles of self-determination and racial equality, the requirement under classical 

international law that positive criteria of empirical statehood be demonstrated was 

largely abandoned.13 Nearly all colonies gained independence within existing and 

often arbitrary boundaries regardless of their lack of effective domestic institutions, 

and any substantive capability to control their territory, provide public goods, or foster 

socio-economic development beyond a narrow group of elites.14 Quasi-states acquired 

an unprecedented exemption from the power competition hitherto characteristic of 

international politics.15

                                                 
9 Other scholars have also noted this point; see Charles T. Call, ‘The Fallacy of the “Failed State”, 
Third World Quarterly 29, no. 8 (2008): 1494-96; Patrick, ‘Weak States and Global Threats’, 32; Neil 
A. Englehart, ‘Governments against States: the Logic of Self-Destructive Despotism’, International 
Political Science Review 28, no. 2 (2007): 133-34.  

 These states were weak, and according to the above empirical 

definitions, probably failed from their inception. 

10 See Jackson, ‘Quasi-States, Dual Regimes, and Neoclassical Theory’, and Quasi-States. 
11 Jackson, ‘Quasi-States, Dual Regimes, and Neoclassical Theory’, 528. 
12 Ibid., 531. 
13 Jackson, Quasi-States, 15, 21. 
14 Ibid., 21. See also Roland Dannreuther, ‘War and Insecurity: Legacies of Northern and Southern 
State Formation’, Review of International Studies 33 (2007): 315-17. 
15 Jackson, Quasi-States, 23. See also Georg Sørensen, ‘War and State-Making: Why Doesn’t it Work 
in the Third World?’, Security Dialogue 32, no. 3 (2001): 341-54. 



 

 17 

It could be concluded from Jackson’s discussion that the quasi-state is a 

necessary condition for the contemporary failed state, but the two are not equivalent. 

There are many poor and weak states that nevertheless are relatively stable and 

orderly, do not give rise to transnational security risks, and that are not labelled 

“failed” states. Political labelling is important because it shapes policy.16

2.3 State failure: unique or uniquely threatening? 

 The state 

failure label delegitimises the polity in question, reinforces the principles of 

international order, and invokes the precautionary responsibility of capable states to 

manage transnational risk. Such labels are understandably applied much less 

frequently and enthusiastically in policymaking circles compared with academic 

discourse. The following sections critique the more deeply held contemporary 

assumptions about failed states, governance and state-building. I demonstrate that 

state failure is a condition with long historical antecedents. It is not “caused” by the 

failure of governance institutions or by a breakdown in the social contract. 

State failure began to acquire prominence in academic and policy circles in the early 

1990s. In 1992, Gerald B. Helman and Stephen R. Ratner described a ‘disturbing new 

phenomenon’: ‘the failed nation state, utterly incapable of sustaining itself as a 

member of the international community’.17 The concept gained widespread currency 

from 1994 with Kaplan’s ‘The Coming Anarchy’, in which endemic regional chaos in 

West Africa was placed in a lexicon of transnational security.18

Mark T. Berger asserts that ‘the growing number of collapsing/collapsed or 

failing/failed nation-states in the world today’ means ‘that we are in the midst of a 

crisis of the nation-state system as a whole’.

 The assertion that the 

most serious security threats in a globalised and interconnected world now emanate 

from the small, weak and failed, has become something of a mantra in the wake of the 

September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks.  

19

                                                 
16 Robert S. Litwak, ‘What’s in a Name? The Changing Foreign Policy Lexicon’, Journal of 
International Affairs 54, no. 2 (2001): 376. 

 Robert C. Orr argues that ‘although 

weak, failed, and defeated states have long been a part of the international landscape, 

the threat they pose today to the United States and the civilised world is greater than 

17 Helman and Ratner, ‘Saving Failed States’, 3. 
18 Kaplan, ‘The Coming Anarchy’. 
19 Mark T. Berger, ‘States of Nature and the Nature of States: The Fate of Nations, the Collapse of 
States and the Future of the World’, Third World Quarterly 28, no. 6 (2007): 1203-04. 
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ever’.20 Stephen D. Krasner and Carlos Pascual claim that state failure presents ‘one 

of the most important foreign policy challenges of the contemporary era’.21

The empirical conditions characteristic of state failure and their transnational 

effects cannot, however, be considered substantially new or unique, as recognised by 

a number of scholars.

  

22 The disintegration of the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman 

Empires, and the First Chinese Republic, for example, exhibited many of the same 

characteristics and at a human cost far exceeding that of contemporary state failure. 

Similarly, the “new” or “network” wars23 of the post-Cold War era of globalisation 

are characterised as identity or ethnic-based internal conflicts weaving ‘back and forth 

across borders to form regionalized systems of insecurity’.24 Parties to these conflicts 

deliberately exploit and target civilians as part of their war strategy dedicated to the 

pursuit of narrow sectarian interests.25 It is difficult to discern how these material 

conditions differ in any meaningful way from the ethnic cleansing, irredentist claims, 

persecution of minorities, warlord violence and refugee flows characteristic of these 

past examples.26

Misleading also is Mark Duffield’s thesis that ‘the modalities of 

underdevelopment have become dangerous and destabilising’ in the post-Cold War 

era, leading to the radical merger of development and security.

  

27 Duffield argues that 

‘with the crisis of state-based security’ after the Cold War, ‘development has 

discovered a new strategic role’.28 Yet modernisation theory was deployed by the 

United States during the Cold War for precisely this reason.29

                                                 
20 Orr, ‘The United States as Nation Builder’, 7. 

 Communist 

21 Stephen D. Krasner and Carlos Pascual, ‘Addressing State Failure’, Foreign Affairs 84 (2005): 153. 
22 See Jackson, Quasi-States, 22-23; Jeffrey Herbst, ‘Let them Fail: State Failure in Theory and 
Practice’, in When States Fail: Causes and Consequences, ed. Robert I. Rotberg (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2004), 303.   
23 See Mary Kaldor, New and Old Wars: Organized Violence in a Global Era (Stanford CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1999); Mark Duffield, Global Governance and the New Wars: The Merging of 
Development and Security (London and New York: Zed Books, 2001); Mark Duffield, ‘War as a 
Network Enterprise: The New Security Terrain and its Implications’, Cultural Values 6, no. 1-2 (2002): 
153-65. 
24 Mark Duffield, ‘Social Reconstruction and the Radicalization of Development: Aid as a Relation of 
Global Liberal Governance’, Development and Change 33, no. 5 (2002): 1051. 
25 Duffield, ‘Social Reconstruction and the Radicalization of Development’,1051. 
26 For example, Kimberley Marten draws comparisons between “warlordism” in Medieval Europe, 
Republican China, and contemporary Somalia and Afghanistan; see ‘Warlordism in Comparative 
Perspective’, International Security 31, no. 3 (2006/07): 41-73. 
27 Duffield, Global Governance and the New Wars, 15-16. 
28 Mark Duffield, ‘Social Reconstruction: The Reuniting of Aid and Politics’, Development 48, no. 3 
(2005): 20. 
29 See Michael E. Latham, Modernization as Ideology: American Social Science and ‘Nation Building’ 
in the Kennedy Era (Chapel Hill, NC and London: The University of North Carolina Press, 2000). In 
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insurgencies in the Third World were believed to be directly linked to 

underdevelopment; “scavengers” on the dislocation and instability generated by the 

inexorable forces of global modernisation.30

A sharp distinction is also erroneously made between the inter-state security 

risks of weak governments during the Cold War and the transnational security risks 

transmitted by contemporary state failure. Both derive from the same empirical 

source: the presence of transnational risk due to the inability of weak governments to 

effectively control the territories and populations for which they are responsible. 

Joseph S. Nye and Robert O. Keohane define transnational activity as ‘the movement 

of tangible or intangible items across state boundaries when at least one actor is not an 

agent of a government’.

 This Cold War thinking is strikingly 

analogous to current claims that the only answer to the security challenges of fragile 

and failing states in a globalising world must lay in “development”, hence the 

dominant focus on institutions of governance.  

31 Arnold Wolfers observed as early as 1962 that a host of 

transnational actors augmented nation-states in the international arena and on 

occasion acted in competition with them.32 Nye and Keohane cite the examples of 

multinational enterprises, revolutionary movements, and trade unions as purveyors of 

such transnational activity. They further make the important point that transnational 

activity ‘increases the sensitivity of societies to one another and thereby alters 

relationships between governments’.33

In multipolar and bipolar systemic structures, transnational security issues 

generated by revolutionary or terrorist activity, political instability and civil unrest, or 

ethnic conflicts and people movements, have been acutely felt by states as potential 

risks in strategic calculations, whether as an opportunity for a competitor or a liability 

to one’s own interests. States have also routinely sponsored or coopted transnational 

  

                                                                                                                                            
the current failed state context, Mark T. Berger and Heloise Weber have also noted that there ‘has been 
a rediscovery of the earlier cold war preoccupation with viewing poverty and underdevelopment as a 
threat to global order’; see Berger and Weber, ‘Beyond State-Building: Global Governance and the 
Crisis of the Nation-State System in the 21st Century’, Third World Quarterly 27, no. 1 (2006): 202.  
30 Robert A. Packenham, Liberal America and the Third World: Political Development Ideas in 
Foreign Aid and Social Science (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1973), 52; John Lewis 
Gaddis, Strategies of Containment: A Critical Appraisal of Postwar American National Security (New 
York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), 208. 
31 Joseph S. Nye, Jr. and Robert O. Keohane, ‘Transnational Relations and World Politics: An 
Introduction’, in Transnational Relations and World Politics, ed. Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. 
Nye, Jr. (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1972), xii. 
32 Arnold Wolfers, Discord and Collaboration: Essays on International Politics (Baltimore, MD: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1962), 23. 
33 Nye and Keohane, ‘Transnational Relations and World Politics’, xvi. 
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movements as elements of their foreign policies.34

The “failure” of the ramshackle Ottoman State unleashed virulent 

transnational ethnic conflicts in the Balkans serving also to destabilise Austria-

Hungary. Ottoman disintegration also prompted Arab proto-nationalisms and pan-

Islamism across North Africa, which, as will be shown in the first of the case studies 

below, was perceived as profoundly threatening by Britain and France. After the 

slaughter of the Crimean War (1854-56), Russia, Britain and France were brought to 

the brink of armed conflict on a number of occasions in the latter nineteenth-century 

over the “Eastern Question”. Transboundary ethnic conflicts on the Balkan fringe of 

the derelict Habsburg State were also the catalyst for simmering European tensions 

that led to the carnage of the First World War. After 1945, state failure during the 

Cold War raised the acute risk for US policymakers that transnational insurgent 

movements might trigger a “free world” collapse in the postcolonial periphery. The 

failure of the Republic of Vietnam between 1959 and 1975 cost the lives of some 

three million Indochinese, fifty-thousand US servicemen, and carried the risk of a 

second Sino-American war. It is unclear why the transnational issues preoccupying us 

in the present should be the only ones of salience in thinking about state failure.  

 The sharp distinction currently 

made between transnational and international issues is misplaced. The failed state is 

not an inter-state security threat in itself, but a source of non-conventional or 

transnational security issues that may give rise to inter-state tensions and conflict 

between great powers in multipolar and bipolar contexts. 

There is little evidence, however, that the actual term state “failure” was used 

in the past, although analogous discourses and descriptors can be found in 

documentary records and historical accounts. The standard of civilisation in European 

international law differentiated between semi-civilised, barbarous and savage polities 

based on their relative capacities to demonstrate appropriate properties of statehood to 

the international society.35

                                                 
34 See, for example, Belgin San Akca, ‘Supporting Non-State Armed Groups: A Resort to Illegality?’, 
Journal of Strategic Studies 32, no. 4 (2009): 589-613; Boaz Atzili, ‘When Good Fences Make Bad 
Neighbours: Fixed Borders, State Weakness, and Internal Conflict’, International Security 31, no. 3 
(2006/07): 140; Idean Salehyan, ‘Transnational Rebels: Neighboring States as Sanctuary for Rebel 
Groups’, World Politics 59 (2007): 225; Peter Hägel and Pauline Peretz, ‘States and Transnational 
Actors: Who’s Influencing Whom? A Case Study in Jewish Diaspora Politics during the Cold War’, 
European Journal of International Relations 11, no. 4 (2005): 467-93. 

 As will be illustrated in the case studies to follow, 

35 See Gerrit W. Gong, The Standard of ‘Civilization’ in International Society (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1984); Georg Schwarzenberger, ‘The Standard of Civilisation in International Law’, Current 
Legal Problems, 8 (1955): 212-35. 
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discourses of administrative “anarchy” and state “collapse” were common in 

nineteenth-century British foreign policy dealing with the semi-colonial Ottoman 

periphery and in United States’ Cold War diplomacy relating to the Third World. 

Delegitimising labels were also attached in particular cases. The Ottoman Empire was 

the “sick man of Europe”. Republican China was a “foreign office attached to chaos”. 

President John F. Kennedy was warned by J. K. Galbraith not to become involved 

with “jungle regimes” whose writ runs as far as the international airport.36

The dire situation in West Africa reported by Robert Kaplan in 1994 was 

presciently forecast by George F. Kennan and described by Hugh Tinker during the 

process of African decolonisation some thirty years earlier. In a 1962 letter to Walt 

W. Rostow, Kennan, then US ambassador to Yugoslavia, observed, 

 

You have a vision … of a humane Africa, divided into God knows how many 
independent states, all with neat borders, U.N. membership, and all the other 
trappings of sovereignty on the western pattern … I see ahead in this area, no 
matter what we do: primarily … bewilderment, inexperience, violence, racial 
hatred, and internecine strife of every sort … we should have a policy towards 
these people … devoid of illusions about their probable future, devoid in 
particular of any fond belief that they are going to grow in our image …37

 
 

In 1964, historian Hugh Tinker accurately foreshadowed Jackson’s “quasi-state” in 

his depiction of the “broken-backed” postcolonial states of East Africa: 

The State will enjoy full international recognition and membership of the 
United Nations … both the “free world” and the Communist bloc will provide 
aid and advice … with total absence of effect. The government may be elected 
or self-appointed. The ministers will promote enlightened legislation which 
will never be implemented … Representatives of the central government will 
be stationed in the districts … but their writ will not run as far as the 
compound wall. The real power in the districts will be exercised by the men of 
force … [who] run their own small private armies … Then there will be the 
underground of resistance leaders, who are quite frankly bandits, and who levy 
their tribute from the peasants as well as the townspeople. Finally, there will 
be army or military police … exercising their protection with a heavy hand.38

 
 

                                                 
36 Frank Ninkovich, Modernity and Power: A History of the Domino Theory in the Twentieth Century 
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 267. 
37 Letter from the Ambassador to Yugoslavia (Kennan) to the Chairman of the Policy Planning Council 
and Counselor of the Department of State (Rostow), May 15, 1962, Foreign Relations of the United 
States (FRUS), 1961-1963, vol. 8, doc. 85, http://history.state.gov/historcaldocuments/kennedy  
38 Hugh Tinker, ‘Broken Backed States: Chaotic, but a High Survival Rate’, New Guinea and 
Australia, the Pacific and South-East Asia 2, no. 3 (September/October 1967): 44; originally published 
in 1964, see p. 42. The work of Hugh Tinker is suggested in Hank Nelson, ‘Governments, States and 
Labels’ (Discussion Paper 2006/1, State, Society and Governance in Melanesia Project, Research 
School of Pacific and Asian Studies, Australian National University, 2006), 2. 

http://history.state.gov/historcaldocuments/kennedy�
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The internal conditions of state failure typified in the contemporary literature cannot 

be considered unique to the post-Cold War period. Nor is it plausible to assume that 

the transnational security risks generated by state failure in the present are uniquely 

threatening or dangerous compared with those of the past.   

2.4 The poverty of institutional approaches to state failure 

The section challenges the assumption, largely unquestioned in much of the policy 

and academic literature, that formal institutions of governance are the primary causal 

factors for state effectiveness or fragility. The institutional approach to state failure 

represents a direct importation into political science of the “new institutional” 

economics (NIE) prominent since the early 1990s.39 It has become an article of faith 

that state failure represents a failure of governance, and that appropriate institutional 

promotion can therefore “fix” failed states.40 A 2005 paper from Britain’s Department 

for International Development (DFID), for example, asserts unequivocally ‘that the 

central driver of fragility is weak institutions. All other factors associated with 

fragility are in themselves linked to weak state institutions as a driving force’.41 The 

European Union’s Security Strategy of 2003 attributes ‘state failure’ to ‘bad 

governance – corruption, abuse of power, weak institutions and lack of 

accountability’.42 The intense renewal of emphasis on formal institutions rests on the 

presumed direct correlation between development and security.43 This has resulted in 

the flawed assumption that formal institutions of governance are the primary causal 

variables for state effectiveness and sustainable development - that underdevelopment 

and fragility are causes rather than consequences of state failure.44

                                                 
39 Although related, the NIE is to be distinguished from the various “new institutionalisms” in political 
science; see for example, Peter A. Hall and Rosemary C.R. Taylor, ‘Political Science and the Three 
New Institutionalisms’, Political Studies 44, no. 5 (1996): 936-57; B. Guy Peters, Institutional Theory 
in Political Science: The ‘New Institutionalism’ (London and New York: Pinter, 1998). The 
institutional approach to state failure sees economic development as the ultimate remedy for state 
fragility. The formal institutions to be promoted or reconstituted are directed towards economic 
development and reflect the assumptions of the NIE.      

  

40 The most recent example being Ashraf Ghani and Clare Lockhart, Fixing Failed States: a 
Framework for Rebuilding a Shattered World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
41 Claire Vallings and Magui Moreno-Torres, ‘Drivers of Fragility: What Makes States Fragile?’ 
(Poverty Reduction in Difficult Environments (PRDI) Working Paper No. 7, UK Department for 
International Development, 2005), 7. 
42 European Union (EU), A Secure Europe in a Better World (European Security Strategy, Brussels, 
Dec. 12, 2003), 4. 
43 See Robert I Rotberg, ‘Strengthening Governance: Ranking Countries would Help’, The Washington 
Quarterly 28, no. 1 (2004): 71. 
44 Other scholars also suggest this direction of causation and the limitations of the institutional 
approach; see, for example, Adrian Leftwich, States of Development: On the Primacy of Politics in 
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The basic assumptions of the NIE are that institutions are not neutral and exert 

a significant effect on economic behaviour. Individuals will be utility-maximising 

‘subject to the limits imposed by the existing institutional structure’.45 In short, 

institutions matter: ‘they influence norms, beliefs, and actions; therefore, they shape 

outcomes’. Institutions, according to Adam Przeworski, are also ‘endogenous: their 

form and their functioning depend on the conditions in which they emerge and 

endure’.46 Douglass C. North, perhaps the most influential scholar in the field of NIE, 

asserts that ‘the primary source of economic growth is the institutional/organizational 

structure of a political economy’.47 Nations are underdeveloped because ‘institutional 

constraints define a set of payoffs to political/economic activity that do not encourage 

productive activity’.48

 Institutions are defined as the “rules of the game” that reduce the uncertainty 

inherent in human interaction by establishing stable and orderly behavioural patterns. 

The institutional framework of a society is conceived as having ‘three components: 

formal rules, informal rules, and enforcement mechanisms’.

 

49 Formal institutions 

consist of the rules codified in constitutions, legislation and administrative regulation 

and the organisations necessary for their enactment and performance. Informal 

institutions are the society’s unwritten rules of conduct. They are defined by culture, 

norms, and shared attitudes and assumptions, some of which will be more conducive 

to development than others. The third component of the institutional framework is 

enforcement. Some institutions will be ineffective if not enforced; while informal 

rules based on moral or cultural norms will be self-enforced by the majority of people 

in cohesive societies.50

 The NIE recognises that informal cultural institutions may impede the 

effectiveness of formal institutions in facilitating development. Indeed, prominent 

 

                                                                                                                                            
Development (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000); David Chandler, Empire in Denial: The Politics of 
State-building (London and Ann Arbor, MI: Pluto Press, 2006), 48; Shahar Hameiri, ‘Failed States or a 
Failed Paradigm? State Capacity and the Limits of Institutionalism’, Journal of International Relations 
and Development 10 (2007): 123-34. 
45 Erik G. Furubotn and Rudolf Richter, Institutions and Economic Theory: The Contribution of the 
New Institutional Economics, 2nd ed. (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2005), 36. 
46 Adam Przeworski, ‘Institutions Matter?’ Government and Opposition 39, no. 4 (2004): 527. 
47 Douglass C. North, ‘Some Fundamental Puzzles in Economic History/Development’, in The 
Economy as an Evolving Complex System II, ed. W. Brian Arthur, Steven N. Durlauf and David A. 
Lane (Reading, MA: Perseus Books, 1997), 224. 
48 Douglass C. North, Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 110. 
49 Timothy J. Yeager, Institutions, Transition Economies, and Economic Development: The Political 
Economy of Global Interdependence (Boulder, CO and Oxford: Westview Press, 1998), 9.  
50 See Yeager, Institutions, Transition Economies, and Economic Development, 9-10. 
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scholars such as Lawrence E. Harrison, for example, focus specifically on the 

relationship between culture and development.51 However, the predominant approach 

of the NIE is to assume that formal institutional frameworks, based on the model of 

advanced industrialised democracies, can profoundly shape behaviour, and thereby 

alter development outcomes. Mancur Olson stresses that an appropriate structure of 

incentives is crucial for economic development.52 Institutions must provide an 

impartial rule of law, foster creativity and entrepreneurship, reduce transaction costs 

in capital markets to encourage domestic and foreign investment, and allow for a 

competitive economic environment that forces continual improvement by firms.53

Institutional economics tends to downplay the reverse causation that formal 

institutional frameworks are expressions of power relations and cultural forms, or, as 

in the United States, the constitutional expression of a political philosophy.

  

54 In 

arguing that all development is ‘inescapably political’, Adrian Leftwich makes the 

most compelling recent case for the primacy of politics in development. Development 

cannot be ‘managerial or administrative’ in a neutral sense. Altering the distribution 

of resources in a society through changes to institutions or regulations cannot help but 

change power relations.55 Further, Leftwich concludes that ‘the promotion of good 

governance and “institution- building”, explicitly detached … from a politics that can 

sustain it, is bound to produce feeble and flimsy developmental results’.56

In critiquing the current international passion for “institutional engineering”, 

Przeworski makes ‘the embarrassingly obvious observation that if endogeneity is 

strong, then institutions cannot have a causal efficacy of their own’. Conditions shape 

institutions. Formal institutions, whether indigenous or externally imposed, can only 

transmit the effects of ‘the conditions that gave rise to them’. Institutions are 

epiphenomenal. They transmit social power relations and cultural norms that lie 

 

                                                 
51 See Lawrence E. Harrison, Underdevelopment is a State of Mind: the Latin American Case (Lanham, 
MD: Center for International Affairs, Harvard University and University Press of America, 1985); 
Harrison and Samuel L. Huntington, eds., Culture Matters: How Values Shape Human Progress (New 
York: Basic Books, 2000); and Harrison, The Central Liberal Truth: How Politics can Change a 
Culture and Save it from Itself (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006). For a useful review of NIE 
literature that takes culture seriously, see Steven Heydemann, ‘Institutions and Economic Performance: 
The Use and Abuse of Culture in New Institutional Economics’, Studies in Comparative International 
Development 43 (2008): 27-52. 
52 Mancur Olson, ‘Big Bills Left on the Sidewalk: Why Some Nations are Rich and Others Poor’, in A 
Not-So-Dismal Science: A Broader View of Economics and Societies, ed. Mancur Olson and Satu 
Kahkonen (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 59. 
53 Yeager, Institutions, Transition Economies, and Economic Development, 44, 48-51. 
54 Fukuyama, State-Building, 113. 
55 Leftwich, States of Development, 5-6. 
56 Ibid.,106. 
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elsewhere.57

Dominant approaches to the issue assume that states fail because of corrupted 

and ineffective institutions of governance. Yet if institutions are endogenous, with 

form and function contingent on the historical conditions in which they emerge and 

endure, state failure must then derive from these underlying conditions. The power 

relations that shape states’ institutional structures have an international and domestic 

dynamic. What constitutes appropriate state institutions in any historical period is 

defined by the most powerful actors in conformity with the prevailing pattern of order 

in the international society. To enjoy genuine international legitimacy, domestic 

political institutions must approximate prevailing norms of appropriate statehood, 

whether the stable rational-bureaucratic framework of the nineteenth century or the 

liberal-democratic capitalist institutional architecture of the present. 

 At best, formal institutions can only be an intervening rather than a 

primary causal variable in any explanatory schema.  

State weakness and its pathologies, such as underdevelopment; derive from the 

incongruence of informal institutions, i.e., local power relations and cultural norms 

with externally generated formal institutional structures. The patterns of the past 

suggest that not all political communities can be socialised to international norms of 

statehood as defined by leading actors at any given time. The Ottoman and Habsburg 

imperial states of the nineteenth century were unable to adapt to the emerging norm of 

nation-statehood. Conversely, if formal institutional structures, such as those inherited 

by African and Melanesian states on decolonisation do not reflect indigenous power 

relations and cultural values, they will not function as intended or deliver the 

governance outcomes anticipated.58 This is not to suggest that cultural forms are 

immutable, but that their evolution occurs only at a glacial pace.59

                                                 
57 Przeworski, ‘Institutions Matter?’ 527-28; Similarly, Arthur A. Goldsmith offers a sceptical view of 
the efficacy of formal institutions in development; see Goldsmith, ‘Is Governance Reform a Catalyst 
for Development?’, Governance: An International Journal of Policy, Administration, and Institutions 
20, no. 2 (2007): 167.  

 The efficacy that 

indigenous power relations and cultural values will transmit through institutional 

structures is immediate, whereas reciprocal influence is weaker and may take 

generations.   

58 See Adam Przeworski, ‘The Last Instance: Are Institutions the Primary Cause of Economic 
Development?’, European Journal of Sociology 45, no. 2 (2004), 167.  
59 O. Yul Kwon, The Korean Economy in Transition: An Institutional Perspective (Cheltenham, UK 
and Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar, 2010), forthcoming, chapter 3.  
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A necessary congruence between power relations, cultural forms and formal 

institutions has long been recognised. The Roman philosopher-statesman Cicero held 

that the ‘deliberating authority’ of a commonwealth ‘must always be relative to the 

peculiar grounds which have brought the particular state into being’.60 St. Thomas 

Aquinas, the scholastic theologian and medieval philosopher, made the similar point 

that ‘laws when they are passed should take account of the condition of the men who 

will be subject to them … the law should be “possible both with regard to nature and 

with regard to the custom of the country”’.61 On a similar note, Edmund Burke argued 

in 1790 that ‘no artificial institution whatsoever, can make the men of whom any 

system of authority is composed any other than God, and nature, and education, and 

their habits of life have made them’.62

NIE perspectives, however, put their faith in the assumption that ‘change in 

formal institutions can lead to … change in long-held cultural values and beliefs’.

 

63 

This is clearly a reversal of the direction of causation in the development of 

institutional structures in advanced industrial states. Historically, the establishment 

and evolution of successful formal institutional structures has been the product of 

culture-bound informal institutions and deeper belief systems. While there are some 

successful cases in East Asia of formal institutional promotion and adaptation, the 

chronic underdevelopment and insecurity of large parts of the “developing” world 

should sound a cautionary note. It should be remembered that states such as Japan and 

South Korea that have successfully assimilated Western institutional structures are 

culturally homogenous, and have long “national” histories and rational-bureaucratic 

traditions.64

                                                 
60 Marcus Tullius Cicero, On the Commonwealth, trans. George H. Sabine and Stanley B. Smith 
(Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1976), 131. 

 These attributes fortuitously coincided with the conceptual boundaries of 

the postcolonial sovereign state. These conditions are not present in many parts of the 

developing world where social allegiances may be sub-state to tribe, clan or ethnicity, 

supra-state in Islamic societies, or some transnational combination of these.  

61 Thomas Aquinas, Selected Political Writings, trans. J. G. Dawson (Oxford: Blackwell, 1970), 133. In 
the second part of the quotation, Aquinas is citing St. Isidore (d. 636), Archbishop of Seville. 
62 Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France (London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd, 1910), 38. 
63 Yeager, Institutions, Transition Economies, and Economic Development, 44-45 
64 Fukuyama, State-Building, 30; Prasenjit Duara, ‘The Global and Regional Constitution of Nations: 
the View from East Asia’, Nations and Nationalism 14, no. 2 (2008): 323-45. 
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2.5 The “perverse rationality” of the social contract approach 

Former US Ambassador to the United Nations, Jeanne Kirkpatrick has made the 

observation that 

… rationalism encourages us to believe that anything that can be conceived 
can be brought into being. The rationalist perversion in modern politics 
consists in the determined effort to understand and shape people and societies 
on the basis of inadequate, oversimplified theories of human behaviour.65

 
 

The “rationalist perversion” is stark in social contract approaches to state failure and 

state-building. In this conception, state failure is the failure of the state to provide 

public goods to its citizens.66

The DFID defines fragile states as ‘those where the government cannot or will 

not deliver core functions to the majority of its people, including the poor’.

  

67 One of 

the early writers on the contemporary failed state phenomenon, Jean-Germain Gros, 

argues that failed states are ‘those in which public authorities are either unable or 

unwilling to carry out their end of what Hobbes long ago called the social contract’.68 

Robert I. Rotberg considers ‘the social contract between ruler and ruled’ to be at ‘the 

core of interactions between states and their citizenries’.69 Rotberg assumes that states 

and their governments ‘exist primarily to provide for their taxpayers or inhabitants’.70

The US Commission on Weak States focuses its attention on the ‘three 

functions that effective governments must be able to perform: ensuring security, 

meeting the basic needs of citizens, and maintaining legitimacy’.

 

In this view, state legitimacy is performance-based; a product of how effectively 

utilitarian functions are carried out. 

71

                                                 
65 Jeanne J. Kirkpatrick, Dictatorships and Double Standards: Rationalism and Reason in Politics, 
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1982), 11. 

 For its part, the 

OECD defines ‘state building as purposeful action to develop the capacity, 

institutions and legitimacy of the state in relation to an effective political process for 

66 See François and Sud, ‘Promoting Stability and Development in Fragile and Failed States’, 143; 
Robert H. Dorff, ‘Failed States after 9/11: What Did We Know and What Have We Learned?’, 
International Studies Perspectives 6 (2005): 22-23. 
67 UK Department for International Development (DFID), Why We Need to Work more Effectively in 
Fragile States (London: DFID, 2005), 7. 
68 Jean-Germain Gros, ‘Towards a Taxonomy of Failed States in the New World Order: Decaying 
Somalia, Liberia, Rwanda and Haiti’, Third World Quarterly 17, no. 3 (1996): 456. 
69 Rotberg, ‘Strengthening Governance’, 75. 
70 Ibid. Rotberg has made similar arguments in a number of publications; see also Rotberg, ‘Failed 
States, Collapsed States, Weak States’, in Rotberg, ed., State Failure and State Weakness in a Time of 
Terror; and ‘The Failure and Collapse of Nation-States: Breakdown, Prevention, and Repair’, in 
Rotberg, ed., When States Fail. 
71 Commission on Weak States and US National Security, On the Brink: Weak States and US National 
Security (Washington, DC: Centre for Global Development, 2004), 13. 
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negotiating the mutual demands between state and societal groups’.72 The OECD 

recognises that a state’s domestic legitimacy may to some degree rest in less tangible 

historical or identity-based resources, but nonetheless claims it is principally an 

outcome of a state’s effectiveness in public goods provision.73

Ashraf Ghani and Clare Lockhart elaborate the most prominent recent 

example of the social contract approach to state failure.

  

74

The state in this rationalist conception has been stripped of all politics. David 

Chandler makes the point that this is consistent with the current policy consensus on 

governance and state-building, which sees ‘unguided domestic political processes’ as 

a ‘problem for strengthening state capacity rather than central to it’.

 Their 2008 book, Fixing 

Failed States, posits an abstract and exogenous ideal state. The state is composed by 

ten utilitarian functions drawn from the recent experience of successful states in the 

present era of “intensifying global flows and value chains”. The authors argue that 

weak and failing states can then be empirically measured against this standard. The 

“sovereignty gap” between the ideal type and the actual situation represents the extent 

to which the state has failed. The functional deficiencies comprising the sovereignty 

gap are then the focus for state-building. Ghani and Lockhart make the claim that 

unlike blanket approaches to capacity building theirs is particularly sensitive to local 

conditions. The sensitivity to context they are concerned with, however, relates not to 

the form of state that may emerge from the end of the process, but to the targeting of 

expertise and resources to the specific functional areas in which individual states 

deviate from the ideal type.  

75 Ghani and 

Lockhart suggest that social conflicts can be brought to compromise solutions through 

the “reframing” of ‘politics to create a technical space’. They argue that ‘politics can 

be either constructive or destructive’.76

                                                 
72 OECD, Concepts and Dilemmas of State Building in Fragile Situations (Paris: OECD, 2008), 14, 
emphasis in original. 

 Yet politics is always both. To those without 

it, political power is never in the right hands. The content of state functions and their 

73 OECD, Concepts and Dilemmas of State Building in Fragile Situations, 14-15, emphasis added. 
74 See Ghani and Lockhart, Fixing Failed States. 
75 Chandler also argues that technocratic state-building is explicitly anti-democratic: it ‘inevitably 
means restricting the importance of the political sphere of political party competition and policy-
making by elected representatives’; Chandler, Empire in Denial, 53. Similarly, Shahar Hameiri notes 
that ‘social and political relationships are not seen as intrinsic to institutions, but only as constraints or 
obstacles to performance’. The “state” and “society” are seen to exist in a competitive relationship; see 
Hameiri, ‘The Trouble with RAMSI: Reexamining the Roots of Conflict in Solomon Islands’, The 
Contemporary Pacific 19, no. 2 (2007): 414. 
76 Ghani and Lockhart, Fixing Failed States, 68. 
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distributional outcomes are under continuous contestation, even in the most successful 

states. Effective states are not legitimate because of the utilitarian functions they 

perform.77

Writers that invoke social contract theory in the failed state context display a 

meagre understanding of its antecedents in political philosophy. The social contract is 

not simply that between state and citizen. At first principles, the contract refers to the 

covenant made between prospective citizens to constitute the state. The Hobbesian 

contract rests on the proposition that ‘a man be willing, when others are so to … as 

for Peace, and defense of himselfe he shall think it necessary, to lay down this right to 

all things; and be contented with so much liberty against other men, as he would 

allow other men against himselfe’.

 The foundation of an effective state’s domestic legitimacy precedes any 

imagined or contrived social contract. It is not a product of it.  

78 In the Lockean version, the individual ‘puts on 

the bonds of civil society’ by way of ‘agreeing with other men to join and unite into a 

community for their comfortable, safe, and peaceable living one amongst another’.79 

Rousseau posits that the only way in which individuals ‘can preserve themselves is by 

uniting their separate powers in a combination strong enough to overcome any 

resistance’.80

Ghani and Lockhart make the point that they are not looking for the “Platonic 

essence” of the state, but fail to recognise that their neo-utilitarian approach can then 

only ever be partial, necessarily confounded by the non-rational attributes of political 

community. Historically, the political community has mainly been viewed as a natural 

or organic, rather than contractual political entity; and dedicated to a particular moral 

or metaphysical conception of the good.

 It is this first principle of social contract theory that is of most salience 

in thinking about state failure. The subsequent relationship between state and citizen 

is secondary and derivative.   

81 States have always had a moral purpose.82

                                                 
77 See John Gray, Al Qaeda and What it Means to be Modern (New York and London: The New Press, 
2003), 95-96. 

 

78 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Richard Tuck (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 92, 
emphasis in original. 
79 John Locke, The Second Treatise of Government, ed. Thomas P. Peardon (Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-
Merrill, 1980), 54.   
80 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, trans. Maurice Cranston (London: Penguin, 1968), 59-
60.    
81 There are many examples here; see for instance Aristotle, The Politics, trans. T. A. Sinclair, 
(Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, 1962), 25-29; Cicero, On the Commonwealth, 128-131, 169, 173; 
Augustine, Concerning the City of God against the Pagans, trans. Henry Bettenson (Harmondsworth, 
UK: Penguin, 1972), 890-91; Aquinas, Selected Political Writings, 191; John of Paris, On Royal and 
Papal Power, trans. Arthur P. Monahan (New York and London: Columbia University Press, 1974), 7-
9; John of Salisbury, Policraticus: The Statesman’s Book, ed. Murray F. Markland (New York: 
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They are expressions of collective identity. They are the means to achieve collective 

justice. The Palestinians and the Kurds do not seek statehood for purely functional 

reasons. States are also the vehicles for myths.83 The United States embodies a 

deontological claim: it is the “shining city upon a hill” to lead and inspire others.84

Social contract theorists write as though the contract presupposes only the 

freely chosen rational choice of atomised individuals. However, the founders of an 

explicit or implied social contract must have already established themselves as a form 

of political community enabling them to determine who should participate in their 

future and who should not. Analytically prior to any imagined social contract then, 

there must be a modicum of value consensus and shared identity; a bond that coheres 

the state as a political community considered legitimate by its members.

 It 

is not the particular content of the “good” that is important, but that all cohesive 

political communities are defined by a broad moral consensus about what is right and 

just. 

85

                                                                                                                                            
Frederick Ungar Publishing, 1979), 60; Marsilius of Padua, The Defender of the Peace, trans. Annabel 
Brett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 14-21; Jean Bodin, Six Books of the 
Commonwealth, trans. M. J. Tooley (Oxford: Blackwell, 1955), 1-8. 

 This 

element seems essential to the long-term successful orderly functioning of a state but 

has always been in short supply in weak states. If a state’s territorial boundaries, 

institutional arrangements or system of positive law is incongruent with the values of 

its antecedent political community, or if it lacks the basis for any centred political 

community at all, it will be weak and ineffective. The rationalist perversion is to think 

that legitimacy can derive solely from function. In successful states, legitimacy is the 

prior basis for their effective functioning. States with strong antecedent bases of 

legitimacy will not lose control over their territories and populations even if there is a 

near complete breakdown in the provision of public goods, such as, for example, in 

Vietnam from the late 1970s to the mid-1980s. 

82 See Christian Reus-Smit, The Moral Purpose of the State (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1999). 
83 Thomas Gilby, Principality and Polity: Aquinas and the Rise of State Theory in the West (London: 
Longmans, Green & Co., Ltd, 1958), 319. 
84 See, for example, President Ronald Reagan’s farewell speech; ‘Farewell Address to the Nation’, Jan. 
11, 1989, http://www.reaganlibrary.com/reagan/speeches/farewell.asp  
85 Roger Scruton, The West and the Rest: Globalization and the Terrorist Threat (Wilmington, DE: ISI 
Books, 2002), 12-13. 

http://www.reaganlibrary.com/reagan/speeches/farewell.asp�
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2.6 From weak to “failed”: constructing state failure 

State failure has been demonstrated to be a condition with long historical antecedents. 

It is not “caused” by a failure of governance institutions or by a breakdown in the 

social contract. Theoretical insights from classical realism, and social constructivist 

and critical theory perspectives on post-Cold War liberal international order, provide 

useful points of departure in reconceptualising state failure. Social facts such as state 

failure are not ‘ideas all the way down’. Culture, as Alexander Wendt argues, must 

supervene on nature.86 Classical realism provides the empirical basis for state failure. 

Hans Morgenthau made the distinction between the political fact of sovereignty as a 

matter of political judgement by other states, and the legal principle of juridical 

statehood. Morgenthau also asserted that weak states, or ‘politically empty spaces’, 

represent power vacuums that encourage intervention and interference.87

Francis Fukuyama argues that ‘the essence of stateness’ is strength, or 

‘enforcement’,

  

88 the capacity to meet the minimal Weberian definition of statehood as 

‘a human community that (successfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of 

physical force within a given territory’.89 Weak states are those unable to enforce their 

will across the scope of governmental responsibilities.90 Simon Chesterman et al. 

make the important point that, while central government may be ineffective or absent 

in weak state jurisdictions, politics carries on in these “empty spaces”. Non-state 

actors may ‘exercise varying degrees of political power’.91 Transnational risk is 

inherent to an empirical condition that can allow malevolent or destabilising actors to 

operate free from the control of governments.92

From a critical constructivist perspective, the failed state phenomenon can be 

seen not only in the context of a concerted attempt to homogenise a global liberal-

  

                                                 
86 Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999), 371, emphasis in original. 
87 Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: the Struggle for Power and Peace, 5th revised ed. 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc, 1978), 59, 322-23. For a recent restatement of this thesis, see Jakub 
Grygiel, ‘Vacuum Wars: The Coming Competition over Failed States’, The American Interest 
(July/August 2009): 40-45. 
88 Fukuyama, State-Building, 6, emphasis in original. 
89 Max Weber, From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, trans. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills 
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, 1948), 78, emphasis in original. 
90 See Fukuyama, State-Building, 6-13.  
91 Chesterman et al., ‘Introduction: Making States Work’, in Making States Work: State Failure and the 
Crisis of Governance, 1. 
92 See Anthony Vinci, ‘Anarchy, Failed States, and Armed Groups: Reconsidering Conventional 
Analysis’, International Studies Quarterly 52 (2008): 295-96.  
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democratic order in the post-Cold War period.93 It can also be seen as an integral part 

of an assertive drive by the sovereign states-system to reproduce itself, in the wake of 

perceived challenges to its ontological primacy. Wendt has argued that ‘the state-

centric “project” includes an effort to reproduce not only their own identity, but also 

that of the system of which they are parts: states in the plural’.94 In the 1990s, these 

challenges were mainly associated with the processes of globalisation. Since 9/11, the 

challenge to the international system has been acutely felt in the threat perception 

generated by non-state terrorist actors. Well-socialised actors will instinctively defend 

their culture when it is threatened.95

Globalisation has generated negative externalities that have compelled capable 

states to actively and explicitly reassert sovereign authority. The most obvious are the 

risks associated with the informal global economy such as transnational crime, illegal 

immigration and disease pandemics. Perhaps less obvious, the deregulation required 

by states to participate in the global economy has had the effect of externalising risk 

from transnational capital to domestic societies, where it has been deeply internalised 

by individuals, families and communities.

  

96 The absorption of greater socio-economic 

risk has generated countervailing pressures for state intervention and protection. As a 

result, and contrary to the neo-liberal tenets of the 1990s, the role of the wealthy core 

states has expanded, both in scope and strength, to one of direct management and 

amelioration of the profound risk perception of their security-conscious and 

politically-disengaged constituents.97

The sense of risk engendered by an expanding and deepening globalisation 

process was exacerbated exponentially by the 2001 terrorist attacks on New York and 

Washington, DC. The attack on the core of the unipolar international system by a non-

state actor seemingly motivated by religious fundamentalism and disseminating a 

civilisational rather than state-centric discourse, prompted a vigorous reassertion of 

interest defined as security. Since then, the discourse and practice of international 

politics has returned from the globalism of the 1990s, to a more resolute statism. 

Under the Bush administration, the ubiquitous use of terms such as “war” on terror 

   

                                                 
93 See Nehal Bhuta, ‘Against State-Building’, Constellations 15, no. 4 (2008): 521-22. 
94 Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics, 10-11. 
95 Ibid., 337. 
96 Stephen Gill, Power and Resistance in the New World Order (Basingstoke, UK and New York: 
Palgrave MacMillan, 2003), 125-26, 136-37; Robert W. Cox, with Timothy J. Sinclair, Approaches to 
World Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 196. 
97 See Frank Furedi, Politics of Fear (London and New York: Continuum, 2005). 
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and “homeland security”; the Hitlerite comparisons made of “rogue” states; openly 

realist US discourses of pre-emption, prevention, and peer competitors; and a return to 

inter-state warfare with the 2003 invasion of Iraq, are all indicative of concerted 

action by core states to reassert the ontological primacy of the states-system. This is 

also illustrated by the strict “border protection” regimes initiated in recent years.  

That the “failed” state has only seemed to emerge as a serious concern to 

Western policymakers in the post-Cold War period is due to changes in the ideational 

structure of the international system. Core Western states led by Washington assumed 

that with the end of strategic bipolarity, the pattern of international order considered 

in English School terms would move from pluralism toward liberal-democratic 

solidarism.98 For instance, the preamble to the 2002 US National Security Strategy 

explicitly states that the political system of ‘freedom, democracy, and free enterprise’ 

is the ‘single sustainable model for national success’.99

The relational ontology of a constructivist approach allows the “role” of failed 

state to be constituted only in relation to a social structure of shared knowledge. 

Structures place social facts ‘in relationships of conceptual necessity’ to others, in that 

they are mutually constitutive, and cannot exist without the other. The “failed” state 

could not antecedently “exist” until externally constituted as such in relation to the 

“appropriate” state, as defined within a structure of shared knowledge.

 With the easing of both the 

deeply entrenched ideational frameworks and material constraints of the Cold War, 

cultural change in the post-1945 international system accelerated from the early 

1990s. The international culture of permissiveness toward Jackson’s postcolonial 

“negative sovereignty” regime shifted to one of surveillance and intervention in the 

internal processes of weak states to discipline them to the norms and behaviours of the 

emerging liberal international order. 

100

                                                 
98 On pluralism and solidarism in international society; see Hedley Bull, ‘The Grotian Conception of 
International Society’, in Diplomatic Investigations: Essays in the Theory of International Politics, ed.,  
Herbert Butterfield and Martin Wight (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1966), 52; Nicholas 
J. Wheeler and Timothy Dunne, ‘Hedley Bull’s Pluralism of the Intellect and Solidarism of the Will’, 
International Affairs 72, no. 1 (1996): 91-107; John Williams, ‘Pluralism, Solidarism and the 
Emergence of World Society in English School Theory’, International Relations 19, no. 1 (2005): 19-
38; Brett Bowden, The Empire of Civilization: The Evolution of an Imperial Idea (Chicago and 
London: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 82-83. 

 The failed 

state has been ideationally constituted in relation to this redefinition of the appropriate 

99 US Government, National Security Strategy of the United States of America (Washington, DC, 
2002). 
100 Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics, 84-85, 227-28. 
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properties of statehood in the post-Cold War era.101

2.7 Conclusion 

 State failure is necessary to the 

homogenising project of liberal international order. Its protagonists cannot 

ideologically countenance the failure of the liberal international project to penetrate 

and restructure significant numbers of weak, postcolonial states. Responsibility for 

this failure must rest with the internal properties of certain weak states, now 

constituted as “failed”.  

This chapter has demonstrated that current empirical definitions of state failure are 

inadequate, and that the focus on state institutions and functions is flawed, providing 

only a partial understanding of the failed state phenomenon. It has been shown that 

state failure is not unique to the post-Cold War era, nor is it uniquely threatening in 

comparison with other historical periods. State failure is not primarily a failure of 

institutions of governance. Neither is it a result of the failure of the state to provide 

public goods to its citizens.  

An adequate definition of state failure must be a two-part process. State 

weakness can first be defined empirically as the inability of a government to exercise 

effective control over the territory and population for which it is responsible to the 

international society. From the point of view of leading actors, transnational security 

risks are inherent to this empirical condition. Following from this, and important to 

the case study analyses that follow: the threat or danger embodying that risk is 

subjective; both facilitated by and judged against the contingent pattern of order in 

international society. To clarify further, weak states are caught in a double bind. As 

demonstrated, the exigencies of international order contribute to state weakness, but at 

the same time, the leading actors of international society require conformity to this 

pattern of order. The above theoretical analysis suggests that “movement” from state 

weakness to failure is constructed. What constitutes a state failure is a subjective 

judgement made by the leading actors in the international system, and defined by their 

perceived sensitivity to particular types of transnational disorder in differing historical 

periods. 

The post-Cold War failed state phenomenon is a product of the change in the 

structure of the international system from bipolar to unipolar; a changed pattern of 

                                                 
101 Jennifer Milliken and Keith Krause, ‘State Failure, State Collapse, and State Reconstruction: 
Concepts, Lessons and Strategies’, Development and Change 33, no. 5 (2002): 754, 762. 
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order that assumes universal movement toward a global liberal-democratic order as 

normative; and acute domestic political sensitivity in Western states to transnational 

risks transmitted through the processes of globalisation. This suggests a three-part 

framework to reconceptualise state failure in historical context. State failure is 

constituted by the configuration of three factors: the (1) distribution of capabilities in 

the international system, the (2) pattern of order in international society, and the (3) 

domestic political sensitivity of leading actors to transnational risks. This is elaborated 

in chapter 3. 

 

 



 

 36 

3. Capabilities, international order and risk: a framework for analysis 

3.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to explicate the theoretical framework used to analyse 

the case studies to follow. The elements and categories of the framework are first 

defined and specified. An assessment is then made of the pressures and constraints 

each factor can be expected to exert on elite decision-makers in interpreting state 

failure, and in turn, the modes of intervention undertaken to reverse this “condition”.  

The reconceptualisation of state failure developed in the previous chapter 

raises some epistemological and theoretical issues that first require brief clarification. 

The case has been made that movement from state weakness to failure is constructed, 

in that great powers interpret what constitutes a state failure mainly by reference to 

factors other than the empirical conditions within weak states. The epistemological 

position taken here is the oft-cited “middle ground” between neo-positivism and 

radical interpretivism.1 It is worth noting at this point the ambivalence in IR of 

classical realists Reinhold Niebuhr, E.H. Carr and Hans Morgenthau to the possibility 

of a positivist political science.2 The realism employed in the dissertation is of a 

pragmatic neo-classical variety that emphasises the primacy of material power and 

polarity at the system level, but also recognises the importance of ideas, identity and 

beliefs at both the international society and domestic political levels. It is these social 

factors that ‘infuse material realities with purpose and direction’.3

During the Cold War, Dean Acheson described prestige ‘as the shadow cast by 

power, which is of great deterrent importance’.

  

4

                                                 
1 See Emanuel Adler, ‘Seizing the Middle Ground: Constructivism in World Politics’, European 
Journal of International Relations 3, no. 3 (1997): 319-63. Following from this, the notion of “cause” 
is understood here holistically, deriving from the Aristotelian philosophical tradition, rather than the 
hard causation of the Humean scientific tradition. Causes are treated pragmatically as ‘all those things 
that bring about, produce, direct or contribute to states of affairs in the world’; Milja Kurki, ‘Causes of 
a Divided Discipline: Rethinking the Concept of Cause in International Relations Theory’, Review of 
International Studies 32 (2006): 202. 

 As a corollary to material power, 

neo-classical realism also affords significant importance to prestige, or a state’s 

relative “standing” in the international society, as an important motivating factor for 

2 See Michael Loriaux, ‘The Realists and Saint Augustine: Skepticism, Psychology, and Moral Action 
in International Relations Thought’, International Studies Quarterly 36, no. 4 (1992): 408-09; Miles 
Kahler, ‘Rationality in International Relations’, International Organization 52, no. 4 (1998): 924. 
3 Torbjørn L. Knutsen, The Rise and Fall of World Orders (Manchester, UK and New York: 
Manchester University Press, 1999), 3. 
4 Dean Acheson, Present at the Creation: My Years in the State Department (New York: W.W. Norton 
& Co., 1969), 405. 
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its behaviour.5 Richard Ned Lebow argues that powerful states rather than weak ones 

feel national honour and humiliation most acutely.6

3.2 Framework for analysis 

 This is a critical theme 

permeating the case studies in the following chapters. All three interventions 

examined in this dissertation were undertaken by status quo powers primarily for 

motives of international prestige, credibility, or standing, that were for the most part 

unrelated to the empirical situation on the ground in the weak state concerned. 

Joseph Schumpeter observed in the classic 1919 essay, The Sociology of Imperialism 

that ‘human motivation is always infinitely complex, and we are never aware of all its 

elements’.7 The ascription of motives is, however, central to both explanation and 

understanding in the social sciences. I take a Weberian sociological approach here in 

considering motives as “reasons” for action, rather than “forces” that impel motion.8 

Jeremy Bentham theorised that a motive must be both previous to an act; i.e., a motive 

in prospect (anterior), while in order for action to be directed by such a motive, the 

actor must also ‘look beyond that event which is called his action … to the 

consequences of it’: a motive in esse (posterior).9

The process by which the elite decision-makers of great powers and their close 

allies interpret what constitutes a state failure, formulate an interventionist response, 

and manage transnational risk through governance intervention, may be conceptually 

divided into four broadly chronological phases. The first two, categorised as (1) 

interpretation and (2) response formulation, involve an interpretation of state failure 

 Any account of motives, then, will 

incorporate both a before and after element, the latter of which is the expected 

consequences or outcomes of the action concerned. For clarity, the term “motives” 

will be used to refer to before-the-fact reasons for proposed action, while the term 

“objectives” will refer to the anticipated after-the-fact consequences of action. 

                                                 
5 See Richard Ned Lebow, The Tragic Vision of Politics: Ethics, Interests and Orders (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 270-74; A Cultural Theory of International Relations (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 17, 19-25. For the seminal classical realist statement on prestige, 
see Morgenthau, Politics among Nations, 77-88. 
6 Lebow, A Cultural Theory of International Relations, 69. 
7 Joseph A. Schumpeter, Imperialism and Social Classes, trans. Heinz Norden (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1951), 43. 
8 Weber defined motive as ‘a complex of subjective meaning which seems to the actor himself or to the 
observer an adequate ground for the conduct in question’. Max Weber, The Theory of Social and 
Economic Organization, trans. A.M. Henderson and Talcott Parsons (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1947), 98-99. 
9 Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, ed. J.H Burns and 
H.L.A. Hart (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 98. 
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according to the nature and intensity of transnational risk perception felt, and then the 

formulation of an interventionist response. The third and fourth phases may be 

categorised as (3) motive and (4) mode of intervention.  

3.2.1  Interpretation 

The interpretation by elite decision-makers that a weak state has “failed” is a product 

of its geographical location, the nature of the transnational disorder generated from its 

territory, and the domestic sensitivity of leading actors to certain types of risks. An 

interpretation of state failure is therefore conditioned by both international and 

domestic factors. It is a function of the (1.1) distribution of capabilities in the 

international system, the (1.2) pattern of order in the international society, and the 

(1.3) domestic risk sensitivity in leading states. 

 
(1.1) Distribution of capabilities 

The distribution of capabilities, or polarity of the system, is the foundational factor in 

evaluating the transnational risks generated by peripheral disorder, and in interpreting 

state failure. Power, as Torbjørn L. Knutsen puts it, is the ‘decisive background 

determinant of order’.10

The experience of the Cold War, suggests, however, that the transnational 

risks posed by weak states will be more concerning to great powers and their close 

allies when located close to home or within operational reach of the adversary. In a 

unipolar system, all weak states are of some concern to the hegemon but the intensity 

of that concern will be uneven and often superficial unless the risk is embodied by 

transnational behaviours perceived as deeply threatening to the pattern of order, such 

as al-Qaeda terrorism, for example. In the current unipolar system, risk sensitivity to 

transnational security issues has been acute due to 9/11 and the “war on terror”. 

However, the relative commitment of resources to most contemporary failed states by 

 The geographical location of state failure is solely a function 

of systemic structure, whether multipolar, bipolar or unipolar. Whether transnational 

disorder matters to elite decision-makers is a function of the distribution of 

capabilities. In multipolar systems, weak states will be designated as failed only if 

they lay in areas of strategic importance to the great powers. In bipolar and unipolar 

systems, by contrast, the geographical scope of the transnational disorder that matters 

to elite decision-makers may be global.  

                                                 
10 Knutsen, The Rise and Fall of World Orders, 2.  
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elite decision-makers tends to be shallower than in previous multipolar and bipolar 

systems. This is due to their perceived greater numbers, but most importantly, to the 

lack of intense strategic competition. For instance, the troop numbers and financial 

resources poured into South Vietnam during the 1960s dwarfs, in relative terms, the 

resources committed to contemporary failed states, even Afghanistan. Conversely, 

these resources would not have been deployed by Washington to disorder in 

Indochina in the absence of Cold War strategic competition. 

In multipolar and bipolar systems, transnational security issues generated by 

proximate disorder, such as revolutionary or terrorist activity, political instability and 

civil unrest, ethnic conflicts, irredentist claims, cross-border refugee flows, and the 

persecution of minorities are acutely felt by states’ as potential risks in strategic 

calculations, whether as an opportunity to a competitor or as a liability to one’s own 

interests. It is important to reiterate that the weak state is not perceived as an inter-

state security threat itself, but a potential source of non-conventional or transnational 

security issues that may give rise to inter-state conflict in a multipolar or bipolar 

structure. In unipolar international systems, by contrast, such transnational security 

issues are felt less as factors in strategic calculations and more as deviations from the 

expected pattern of order in the international society. 

(1.2) Pattern of order in international society 

The pattern of order in the international society is the criteria against which elite 

decision-makers evaluate the transnational security risks from weak states and is 

essential to interpretations of state failure in all system structures. A designation of 

state failure also serves the social purpose of reinforcing the acceptable normative 

standards for statehood and desired pattern of order in the international society. 

Patterns of order in international society may be heterogenous or homogenous, or 

considered in English School terms, pluralist or solidarist.  

A pluralist international order is akin to Michael Oakeshott’s concept of “civil 

association”,11 whereby a relationship among members exists in their acceptance of 

institutionalised rules governing mutual interactions; rules, however, that are 

conditions of conduct only, and ‘indifferent to the pursuit or achievement’ of any 

particular purpose or common interest.12

                                                 
11 See Michael Oakeshott, On Human Conduct (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), chapter 2. 

 Heterogenous international orders recognise, 

12 Oakeshott, On Human Conduct, 201, 203. 



 

 40 

at least in principle, the formal equality of all states and incorporate norms of self-

determination and reciprocal non-intervention.13

Patterns of order may also be homogenising or solidarist. This is similar to 

Oakeshott’s “enterprise association”, defined as a social relationship among members 

dedicated to not only a ‘common purpose’ but also to ‘the “management” of its 

pursuit’.

 Patterns of order that are 

heterogenous and pluralistic, with acceptance of differing regime forms and minimal 

standards for state behaviour, will produce a high transnational security threshold for 

state failure.  

14 In homogenising international orders, hegemonic and other core actors 

hold that an idealised version of their own form of governance is universal for all 

states. State identities and behaviours that deviate from this normative standard will 

attract moral and sometimes material sanction. In patterns of international order based 

on homogeneity in state identities and behaviours, the threshold for the evaluation of 

transnational risk and interpretations of state failure will be much lower than in 

pluralistic orders.15

(1.3) Domestic risk sensitivity 

 Heterogenous patterns of order are possible in all systemic 

configurations. Homogenous and universalising patterns of order, by contrast, are the 

sole preserve of unipolar international systems and will reflect the normative claims 

of the hegemon and its close allies.   

The sensitivity of the domestic polities of leading actors to risk is also a critical factor 

in interpreting state failure across all systemic contexts and patterns of order. The 

evaluation by elite decision-makers of the risk sensitivity in their society is heavily 

conditioned by their past political experiences, the disposition of the mass circulation 

media, electoral prospects, and in more recent times, public opinion polling. The 

evidence cited in this study clearly demonstrates that transnational risk evaluations are 

never made solely on an “objective” appraisal of the situation on the ground in a weak 

state. A meaningful analysis of the failed state phenomenon cannot be based on 

examining the empirical conditions within weak states. This study will demonstrate 

                                                 
13 Nicholas J. Wheeler, ‘Pluralist or Solidarist Conceptions of International Society: Bull and Vincent 
on Humanitarian Intervention’, Millennium Journal of International Studies 21, no. 3 (1992): 467. 
14 Oakeshott, On Human Conduct, 115. 
15 With respect to case study three, Australia’s 2003 intervention in Solomon Islands, Richard Ponzio 
notes that it ‘broke new ground in lowering the threshold for intervention in the indisputably internal 
affairs of a sovereign state’; see Ponzio, ‘The Solomon Islands: The UN and Intervention by Coalitions 
of the Willing’, International Peacekeeping 12, no. 2 (2005): 178. 
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below that in evaluating the documentary evidence, an understanding of the domestic 

political context, the world view held by the policy community, and the personal 

experiences and values of elite decision-makers is critical to interpretations of state 

failure and modes of intervention in all cases.  

The concept of risk is modern and secular, linked with rapid expansions in 

science, technology, education and information. It is directly associated with 

aspirations to normalise and control, ‘particularly with the idea of controlling the 

future’ in order to avoid ‘unwanted outcomes’.16 A risk cannot be “real” in any 

empirical sense, but represents instead the potential for perceived hazards or dangers 

to occur. Therefore, as has been noted many times with respect to terrorism, ‘it makes 

no difference whether we are actually or objectively speaking safe; if hazards are 

anticipated then they call for humans to respond’.17 The idea and sense of risk has 

evolved gradually with the transition from the early modern to the modern imaginary, 

or with the advent of what Charles Taylor has termed the “buffered self”: where God 

or other supernatural forces no longer intercede in a felt way in normal human 

existence.18 In pre-modern times, there were arguably hazards and dangers, but not 

risks. As Joost van Loon points out, ‘there is an obvious and direct link between 

secularisation and risk perception’.19

The identification of risks and their “management” constitutes much of the 

content of political debate, public policy and social concerns in advanced industrial 

states today. That contemporary wealthy societies are “risk societies”, as theorised by 

Ulrich Beck,

  

20 is a largely unchallenged assumption. Risks cannot be identified and 

managed without reference to the values they are perceived to threaten, and therefore 

are always related to security, safety, and responsibility conceived as obligation or 

liability.21

                                                 
16 Anthony Giddens, ‘Risk and Responsibility’, Modern Law Review 62, no. 1 (1999): 4; see also 
Ulrich Beck, ‘The Silence of Words: On Terror and War’, Security Dialogue 34, no. 3 (2003): 257.  

 The extent of transnational behaviours that will be interpreted as a potential 

risk to the domestic values and interests of leading actors is positively associated with 

17 Joost Van Loon, Risk and Technological Culture: Towards a Sociology of Virulence (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2002), 2.  
18 See Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA and London: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2007). 
19 Van Loon, Risk and Technological Culture, 3. 
20 For example: Ulrich Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity (London: Sage, 1992); Beck, 
‘Politics of Risk Society’, in The Politics of Risk Society, ed. Jane Franklin (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
1998), 9-22; and Beck, World Risk Society (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999). 
21 Giddens, ‘Risk and Responsibility’, 5-8. 
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states’ perceived capacity to manage such risks and control future outcomes. 

Domestic risk sensitivity to state weakness and transnational issues will be higher 

among those polities least exposed to danger: the populations of secure, prosperous, 

secular, democratic and technologically-advanced societies. It is a reasonable 

assumption that in the West, risk sensitivity has increased from early to late-

modernity, as state capacity and responsibility has gradually expanded into more and 

more spheres of social life.   

3.2.2 Response formulation 

The process by which leading actors formulate an interventionist response to manage 

the transnational risks of state “failure” is a function of the same three factors in order 

of analytical priority: (2.1) distribution of capabilities, (2.2) pattern of international 

order and (2.3) domestic risk sensitivity. 

 
(2.1) Distribution of capabilities 

The distribution of capabilities is the most important factor in formulating an 

interventionist response to state failure. Regional power configurations may also be 

relevant in the response formulation phase due to their closer geographical proximity 

to the source of transnational risk and possible intervention. In multipolar or bipolar 

systems, even with acute domestic sensitivity to transnational security risks, 

interventionist responses to failed states will be either precluded or heavily 

constrained in their conduct, timing and objectives by the exigencies of strategic 

competition. In unipolar configurations, by contrast, an interventionist response to 

state failure is less constrained by systemic considerations, but heavily conditioned by 

the existence or perception of malevolent identities and behaviours that deviate from 

the normative patterns valued by the hegemon. A unipolar structure will be much 

more permissive than other systemic structures to governance interventions in states 

deemed to be failed. 

(2.2) Pattern of order in international society 

The extent to which transnational behaviours are felt to threaten the normative pattern 

of order valued by leading actors is also important in formulating an interventionist 

response to state failure. The objectives for governance interventions will be directly 

addressed to controlling and ameliorating these transnational behaviours. The nature 

and extent of deviation from accepted patterns of order, and the propensity of state 
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failure to contagion will also condition the formulation of an interventionist response. 

The potential for significant numbers of failed states, or the failure of significant 

states, however defined in historical context, represents a risk not only to the pattern 

of international order valued and underwritten by the great powers, but also to the 

fabric of the international society itself. States with the greatest interest in maintaining 

the international society and with the greatest capacity to manage transnational risk 

will carry the greatest responsibility to control the negative outcomes generated by 

failing states through governance interventions.22

The permissiveness of the international order to intervention in sovereign 

states will also be important in the formulation of an interventionist response. An 

international society with heterogenous ordering principles will incorporate strong 

norms of self-determination and non-interference in states’ internal affairs and hold 

correspondingly high thresholds for permissible intervention. Homogenous patterns of 

order, by contrast, will incorporate a broader scope of security referent objects, will 

regard legitimate statehood as conditional on the responsibility to conform to desired 

normative standards, and will have a lower threshold for intervention. Motives for 

intervention will typically be security-focused and consistent with permissible reasons 

for intervention in international society. The objectives of the intervention will be 

consistent with the standards of appropriate statehood valued by the intervening 

power and in conformity with the ordering principles of the international society.    

 Status quo powers are therefore 

likely to be more interested in state weakness than revisionist or rising powers. 

(2.3) Domestic risk sensitivity 

Domestic risk sensitivity can function both as an enabling or constraining factor on 

elite decision-makers in the response formulation phase. An acute domestic risk 

climate can enable elite decision-makers to garner political support for foreign policy 

actions prompted by external considerations that might be politically untenable in a 

more benign risk environment. On the other hand, domestic risk sensitivity can be a 

compelling constraint on action or inaction on highly publicised security issues that 

engage the public “nerve” through the mass media.  

                                                 
22 Hedley Bull notes, for example, that one of the key institutions of the international society is ‘the 
managerial system of the great powers’; The Anarchical Society, 71. 
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3.2.3 Motive 

A function of the above three factors, the formulation of an interventionist response to 

state failure gives rise to a particular set of motives and objectives for governance 

interventions.  

3.2.4 Mode of intervention 

The mode of intervention undertaken refers to whether it is unilateral or multilateral in 

its conduct; its scope, whether clearly limited to certain sectors or functions of the 

targeted state, or effectively unlimited in its governance objectives; and its duration, 

whether for a specified period or indefinite. The multilateral or unilateral conduct of 

the intervention refers specifically to whether it takes place under the formal auspices 

of an intergovernmental institution.  It is also anticipated that governance outcomes in 

homogenous patterns of order will be narrowly circumscribed, while those in 

heterogenous international orders will be more expansive reflecting greater tolerance 

for different regime forms and institutional structures. It is important to note that I 

assess the success or failure of the interventions considered in the case studies 

according to the stated intentions and objectives of the actors involved. It would be 

possible to apply other criteria for success and failure but that is beyond the scope of 

the present study.   

In summary, the theoretical framework argues that the processes by which 

leading actors and their close allies interpret what constitutes a failed state, formulate 

an interventionist response, and manage perceived transnational risks through 

governance intervention, is divided conceptually into four phases: interpretation, 

response formulation, motive and mode of intervention. Interpretations of state failure 

are conditioned by both international and domestic factors. These are the distribution 

of capabilities or polarity of the system, the pattern of order in the international 

society and the domestic risk sensitivity in leading states. The process by which 

leading actors formulate an interventionist response to state failure is a function of the 

same three factors. The configuration of these factors gives rise to a particular set of 

motives for intervening in failed states, while also influencing the mode of 

intervention undertaken in terms of its conduct, duration and the scope of its 

governance objectives. 

. 
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3.3 Method and sources for case study analysis 

3.3.1 Method 

The method of the study applies this theoretical framework deductively to a set of 

case studies of governance intervention in weak states deemed to be failed. The 

comparative method chosen is qualitative, involving ‘the nonstatistical comparative 

analysis of a small number of cases’.23 The method and logic of a structured and 

focused comparison of a small number of cases is most appropriate to the type of 

complex historical phenomenon under consideration, the nature of the research 

problem, and in evaluating the key arguments and theoretical propositions advanced. 

The method is structured so that the framework for analysis is applied to ‘each case 

under study to guide and standardize data collection, thereby making systematic 

comparison and cumulation of the findings of the cases possible’.24 The method is 

focused and parsimonious to the extent that it limits the examinable aspects of each 

case to the conceptual categories of the framework for analysis only. Observing as 

closely as possible identical requirements for structure and focus allows the results of 

the analysis to apply equally to the individual cases, and also to any additional cases 

that may be the subject of future studies.25

 The three case studies that follow are structured in an identical manner, with 

eight major sections. All start with a brief introduction. A chronological section 

follows that outlines the relevant historical background and provides a brief overview 

of the case study to orient the reader in advance of the theoretical analysis. The third 

section of each case study places elite decision-makers in the social, political and 

intellectual contexts that shaped their rhetoric and actions. The above categories of the 

framework are then applied identically to each case. Before proceeding with the 

primary source analysis in each category, a theoretical overview is firstly given that 

establishes the prevailing distribution of capabilities and pattern of international order, 

and reconstructs a sense of the domestic risk climate.  

 

 Within each category of the framework, a “process tracing” method is applied 

chronologically in identifying and analysing selected evidence from relevant archival 

materials, public documents, media reports and interviews where applicable. This is 

                                                 
23 Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social 
Sciences (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 2005), 151. 
24 George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, 68. 
25 Ibid. 
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supplemented with secondary sources where appropriate. Process tracing allows the 

researcher to examine chains of events or decision-making processes by which ‘case 

conditions are translated into case outcomes’.26

3.3.2 Case selection and sources 

 The analysis demonstrates in each 

case study how the elite decision-makers of leading states came to interpret the 

transnational disorder generated from weak states as a state “failure”. I then 

demonstrate how an interventionist response was formulated, and which motives and 

objectives were engaged by the three factors of the theoretical framework. The case 

studies then show how differing configurations of polarity, order and domestic risk 

sensitivity translated into the particular modes of intervention undertaken. The post-

intervention phase is examined in the final analytical section of each case study. This 

section evaluates the achievements and failures of the governance objectives of each 

intervention. 

The theoretical framework postulates that the distribution of capabilities is the 

primary factor conditioning interpretations of state failure and motives for governance 

interventions. The three cases have therefore been selected on the basis of polarity: 

multipolar, bipolar, and unipolar. Given the scale of the project implied by the 

framework for analysis, it was decided to take only one substantive case of 

intervention from each of these system structures. The three cases chosen were based 

on both academic and practical criteria. The dissertation is intended to challenge the 

conventional view that the failed state phenomenon is unique to the post-Cold War 

period and is uniquely threatening in the post-9/11 climate. On this basis it was 

decided to reinterpret two well-known historical cases of intervention using the 

alternative “problem frame” of state failure and governance intervention.  

 Twentieth-century Marxist historians have viewed the first case of the British 

intervention in Egypt (1882) as one of the archetypical examples of modern economic 

imperialism. Historians of European geopolitics, on the other hand, have attributed the 

intervention to the protection of the short Suez Canal route to India and the British 

Empire in Asia. Applying a problem frame of state weakness, transnational disorder, 

and governance intervention demonstrates that neither of these interpretations is fully 

sustainable. The second case of the US combat intervention in South Vietnam (1965) 

                                                 
26 Stephen Van Evera, Guide to Methods for Students of Political Science (Ithaca, NY and London: 
Cornell University Press, 1997), 64.   
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is often interpreted as a tragic and misguided attempt by the Johnson administration to 

arrest perceived Chinese communist expansion in Southeast Asia in what was really a 

Vietnamese nationalist struggle against foreign domination. By applying the problem 

frame of state weakness, transnational risk and governance intervention to this case 

study, I offer an alternative perspective on this dominant interpretation.  

The two historical cases were also chosen on the practical basis that large 

literatures, archival sources, published document series, and newspaper and periodical 

sources were readily available and accessible. The bulk of the primary source research 

for the Britain-Egypt case was undertaken at the UK National Archives and British 

Library in London. Sources consulted were Foreign and Cabinet Office records, and 

the Granville Papers, which consist of the private papers and correspondence of the 

Foreign Secretary. This collection includes all political correspondence between Lord 

Granville and Prime Minister W.E. Gladstone, and also between Granville and other 

Cabinet ministers. Parliamentary records and newspapers were accessed from the 

British Library collection.  

Primary source material for the US-Vietnam case was accessed from a number 

of published document series. The main source of archival documents was the 

Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS) series supplemented by the Pentagon 

Papers. All volumes of FRUS for the period under consideration are available via the 

diplomatic history section of the State Department website. The FRUS compiles a 

wide range of research reports, policy recommendations, correspondence, executive 

decisions and records of meetings across all pertinent US government agencies. The 

main sources of published material were the Public Papers of the Presidents of the 

United States (hereafter Public Papers), which include all speeches, statements, press 

releases and interviews involving the President, and the weekly Department of State 

Bulletin which covers a wider range of government actors. Opinion polling in the 

Vietnam case was sourced from secondary material. In both historical cases, 

published documents and other correspondence are also cited from edited collections 

and biographies.  

The third and contemporary case of the Australian-led Regional Assistance 

Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI) in 2003 was chosen for academic and practical 

considerations. For the purposes of the research design, a post-9/11 intervention was 

required. The US-led NATO intervention in Afghanistan in 2001 was first to come to 

mind. This was rejected because the United States had already been a case study 
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subject and the intervention remains highly fluid and inconclusive at the time of 

writing. I considered that focusing on Australia as a close ally of the unipolar 

hegemon undertaking such an intervention would add a layer of nuance to the 

research findings. Do second tier states or “middle powers” like Australia enter into 

these interventions for different motives? In addition, and compared to the above 

historical interventions which were for the most part unsuccessful in achieving their 

stated objectives, Australia’s governance intervention in Solomon Islands is generally 

viewed as successful “best practice” and a potential model for others to follow. This 

was anticipated to add rigour to the research design by including an apparently 

successful case. This is demonstrated below to be problematic, however, in that the 

Australian intervention suffers from the same pattern revealed in the historic cases, 

albeit with much less severe consequences.  

From a practical standpoint, as a scholar located in Australia, information on 

the RAMSI intervention was readily available. The evidence cited in the Australia-

Solomon Islands case study is sourced from media reports, published government 

documents, speeches and interviews given by elite decision-makers, and background 

interviews. Media reports, including wire services, newspapers, magazines, and radio 

and television transcripts were sourced electronically via the Factiva database. 

Official speeches, interviews and remarks by elite decision-makers were sourced from 

the relevant Howard government websites in September 2007. With the change of 

government in November 2007, these Internet addresses are no longer valid and are 

not included in the notes and references. The Howard government websites have since 

been archived by the National Library of Australia (NLA) and are available in their 

original formats through the NLA catalogue. 
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4. ‘To restore the power of the Khedive’: British intervention in Egypt, 1882 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter applies the theoretical framework to the first case study of state failure 

and governance intervention in the multipolar European international system of the 

late-nineteenth century. The primary source analysis covers the period from mid-1881 

to July 1887. I argue that the British Cabinet’s interpretation in May 1882 of Egypt as 

a state failure requiring an external governance intervention can be understood in the 

context of the multipolar distribution of capabilities and transnational disorder in the 

sensitive strategic location of the “Near East”. The primary British interest in the area 

was to protect the short routes to India and the Empire in Asia by keeping the other 

Powers out of Egypt. The identity and behaviour of the proto-nationalist movement in 

Egypt was transnational according to Nye and Keohane’s definition given above. It 

displayed sub-state and transboundary pan-Islamic elements and it directly interacted 

with European governments. Compared with the case studies to follow, domestic risk 

sensitivity was of less significance in the Cabinet’s interpretation of Egypt as a state 

failure. Its salience increased in the immediacy of the response formulation phase. 

 The threshold for state failure and governance intervention in the heterogenous 

nineteenth century international society is shown to be very high compared with the 

unipolar system and solidarist order examined in chapter 6. An even higher threshold 

was found in the bipolar system and postcolonial pattern of order considered in 

chapter 5. In the post-Napoleonic period, the Great Powers of the European Concert 

could only directly intervene in the other member states of international society to 

restore “legitimate” governments in the event of revolutionary activity. The British 

were even less willing than the Continental Powers to interfere in the internal affairs 

of other states.1

Egypt was a de facto independent state but remained under the legal suzerainty 

of the Ottoman Empire. Constantinople had been formally recognised as a member of 

the international society since the 1856 Treaty of Paris. In May 1882, Egypt’s proto-

nationalist rebellion seriously breached the pattern of order in international society 

represented by the European “standard of civilisation”. It removed the legitimate 

government under international law by effectively capturing the state. It therefore 

  

                                                 
1 See John M. Owen IV, ‘The Foreign Imposition of Domestic Institutions’, International Organization 
56, no. 2 (2002): 385-87. 
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risked the repudiation of Cairo’s international financial treaty obligations. This would 

invite the interference of the other Powers against core British interests. In the tense 

multipolar system of the late-nineteenth century, this raised the ever-present risk of 

Great Power war.  

 The response formulation phase of the case study dates from May 11 to early 

August 1882. During this time, Britain and France applied greater external pressure 

on Egypt in the form of a naval demonstration. This resulted in a deterioration of the 

situation in Egypt from governmental disorder to violent anti-Christian and anti-

European civil unrest, which was exaggerated by British representatives on the 

ground. This was perceived in London as a material threat to British lives and 

property in Egypt. But more importantly, it damaged British imperial prestige on 

which the Empire in India, with its large Muslim population, was believed to rest. 

These developments also began to strongly engage perceptions of domestic risk 

sensitivity represented primarily by the sensationalist daily press coverage of the 

Egyptian crisis. The public required both the maintenance of imperial prestige and the 

avoidance of Great Power conflict. These became the key themes in the response 

formulation phase. 

 The analysis shows that the formulation of an interventionist response to state 

failure in Egypt was heavily constrained by the exigencies of multipolar competition. 

Prudential concerns and liberal inclinations required that the matter be placed under 

the jurisdiction of a European Concert. Due to conflicting interests among the Powers, 

however, this proved ineffective in finding an acceptable solution, or in conferring 

multilateral legitimation on the proposed intervention. It did eventually gain grudging 

acquiescence from the Continental Powers for a unilateral and temporary British 

intervention, limited in scope.  

The evidence presented shows that the unilateral conduct of the intervention 

was a function of the distribution of capabilities and domestic risk sensitivity. The 

latter was a powerful constraint precluding British government inaction as the crisis 

escalated. The intended temporary duration was also a function of the distribution of 

capabilities. There could be no consideration at that time of a permanent presence in 

Egypt, much less a formal annexation or protectorate. The limited governance 

objectives, as in all cases of intervention considered in the dissertation, were a 

function of the pattern of international order. The officially stated motives for the 

intervention linked to capabilities and risk, were to secure British lives and property, 
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and to restore British imperial prestige in India and the Orient by suppressing the 

nationalist rebellion in Egypt. The governance objectives of the intervention, linked to 

the pattern of order, were restoration of the legitimate authority of the Khedive, sound 

financial governance to ensure Egypt’s international obligations would be met, and 

the prudent development of self-governing institutions.  

 The chapter finds that the configuration of factors gave rise to a fundamental 

inconsistency in British intervention policy. The limited scope of the intervention’s 

objectives was a function of the pattern of order whereas its temporary duration was 

due to polarity. Multipolar competition resulted in continual attempts by the Powers to 

erode the relative gain of Britain’s sole paramountcy in Egypt. The interference of the 

Powers in areas of international jurisdiction in Egypt, and their intransigence in 

permitting any change to these arrangements, served only to undermine the 

achievement of the intervention’s objectives, and therefore to ensure its prolongation. 

Despite the Gladstone government’s commitment to withdraw as soon as possible, the 

intervention lasted for seventy years. 

 The case study proceeds by first providing relevant historical background and 

a brief chronological overview. It then reconstructs a sense of the domestic context in 

which Cabinet decision-makers operated. The primary source analysis that follows 

demonstrates how the British Cabinet came to interpret the disorder emanating from 

Egypt as a state “failure”, how an interventionist response was formulated, and which 

motives and governance objectives were engaged by the three factors of the 

theoretical framework. The post-intervention phase is examined in the final analytical 

section of the case study. This section evaluates the achievements and failures of the 

British intervention against its stated intentions and objectives. 

4.2 Historical background and case overview 

The Ottoman Empire was in terminal decline in the nineteenth century. The 

disintegration of centuries of Turkish control in the eastern Mediterranean gave rise to 

the seemingly insoluble Eastern Question, which dominated the foreign affairs of the 

European Powers between 1821 and 1914.2

                                                 
2 G. D. Clayton, Britain and the Eastern Question: Missolonghi to Gallipoli (London: University of 
London Press, 1971), 9. 

 It was mutually recognised by the Powers 

that the ‘independence and integrity of the Ottoman Empire were necessary for the 
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peace of Europe’.3 This assumption had been the cornerstone of British policy in the 

area since the 1830s. British strategy sought to protect the short routes to the Indian 

subcontinent by maintaining a Turkish state strong enough to withstand Russian 

military and political interference.4 The Eastern Question entered an acute phase with 

the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-78. From the British vantage point taken in this case 

study, the strategic implications and turbulent domestic political effects of Turkish 

decline were brought home by the war scare of 1878, in which the Mediterranean fleet 

was despatched to the Straits to check a Russian advance on Constantinople.5

The Egyptian Question was derivative of the broader problem of Ottoman 

decline and remained a European question, subject to the scrutiny of all the Powers.

  

6 

The Treaty of Berlin (1878) temporarily eased tensions in the Balkans and during the 

1880s the focus of the Eastern Question shifted to the breakdown of order in Egypt. 

France and Britain had paramount interests in Egypt, intensifying after the opening of 

the French-constructed Suez Canal in 1869. Facing bankruptcy in 1875, Egypt’s 

Khedive Isma´il (1863-79) sold his shares in the Canal to Disraeli’s Conservative 

government (1874-80), thereby gaining Britain a decisive role in its future affairs.7

Anglo-French dominance compounded Egypt’s ambiguous status within the 

Ottoman Empire. Since the 1820s, Egypt’s Turko-Circassian ruling aristocracy had 

wrested political concessions from Constantinople to the point of de facto statehood 

under nominal Turkish suzerainty by 1873.

 

8 As Egypt’s political autonomy increased, 

so too did its penetration by European debt finance.9

                                                 
3 Gong, The Standard of ‘Civilization’ in International Society, 113. 

 The sale of the Canal shares 

staved off bankruptcy for only one year. In 1876, the Khedivate was placed under 

4 Richard Shannon, The Crisis of Imperialism 1865-1915 (London: Hart-Davis, MacGibbon, 1974), 
115; W. N. Medlicott, Bismarck, Gladstone, and the Concert of Europe (New York: Greenwood Press, 
1969), 25. 
5 C. C. Eldridge, England’s Mission: The Imperial Idea in the Age of Gladstone and Disraeli 1868-
1880 (London and Basingstoke, UK: MacMillan, 1973), 221-22; R. J. Evans, The Victorian Age 1815-
1914, 2nd ed. (London: Edward Arnold, 1968), 202-03. 
6 See, for example, George von Bunsen, ‘Germany and Egypt’, The Nineteenth Century 2, no. 7 (1877): 
175; Mr. Wyndham (Ambassador at St. Petersburg) to Earl Granville, Sept. 28, 1881, FO 407/18/87; 
and Sir H. Elliot (Ambassador at Vienna) to Granville, Jan. 11, 1882, FO 407/19/58. 
7 George Lenczowski, The Middle East in World Affairs, 4th ed. (Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell 
University Press, 1980), 41. The “Khedive” was the title of the Ottoman viceroy of Egypt. The 
Khedivate was made hereditary within the Muhammad Ali dynasty in 1866. In July 1879, Isma´il was 
deposed in favour of his more compliant son, Tawfiq (1879-1892).  
8 See Stanford J. Shaw and Ezel Kural Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey, vol. 
2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 144-45; Viscount Milner [1892] England in Egypt 
(New York: Howard Fertig, 1970), 36-37; and Sir Auckland Colvin, The Making of Modern Egypt 
(London: Seeley & Co., 1906), 16-17.  
9 See Roger Owen, ‘Egypt and Europe: From French Expedition to British Occupation’, in Studies in 
the Theory of Imperialism, ed. Roger Owen and Bob Sutcliffe (London: Longman, 1972), 201-02. 
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international financial supervision. Formal settlement of the debt was made by the 

international Law of Liquidation of 1880, alterable only by the consent of the 

European creditor Powers.10 British and French representatives were appointed to 

Egypt’s executive Council of Ministers, which was responsible only to the Khedive, 

as “Controllers-General”, to supervise the state budget.11

Unquestioned was the assumption ‘that loans to a foreign government carried 

with them political control’.

    

12 The Anglo-French “Dual Control” was based on an 

explicitly political rather than economic rationale: neither state would ‘tolerate the 

establishment in Egypt of political influence on the part of any other European Power 

in competition with that of England and France’.13 The Control, was, however, 

overturned by a nationalist rebellion during the “Egyptian crisis”, which spanned the 

period from February 1879 until the country was occupied by a British intervention 

force in September 1882. On September 9, 1881, Egyptian military officers led by 

Colonel Ahmed Arábi forced the dismissal of the Prime Minister and demanded the 

convocation of the Chamber of Notables and a Constitution.14 The Chamber was 

initially moderate, but reserved the right to control the portion of the state budget not 

assigned to the debt, in defiance of the Controllers-General who opposed any local 

discretion in finance. The crisis escalated in early January 1882 when Arábi made 

himself Undersecretary for War.15

France had established a protectorate over Tunis in May 1881, and the new 

government of Léon Gambetta formed in November favoured a “forward” policy in 

North Africa. With the chaotic political situation at Cairo deteriorating in the face of 

perceived Arab “fanaticism”, the French and British governments issued a strongly-

worded Joint Note on January 8, 1882, pledging to defend the Khedival regime as the 

legitimate government and source of order in Egypt.

  

16

                                                 
10 See inclosure in Mr. Malet (British Agent and Consul-General at Cairo) to the Marquis of Salisbury, 
Mar. 31, 1880, no. 1, Parliamentary Papers, Egypt, no. 10 (1884). 

 The Note produced the 

opposite of its intended effect, becoming the catalyst for a violent reaction in which 

11 R. C. Mowat, ‘From Liberalism to Imperialism: The Case of Egypt 1875-1887’, The Historical 
Journal 16, no. 1 (1973): 112-13. 
12 David McLean, ‘Finance and “Informal Empire” Before the First World War’, The Economic 
History Review 29, no. 2 (1976): 292. 
13 Salisbury to Malet, Sept. 19, 1879, Parliamentary Papers, Egypt, no. 14 (1884).  
14 The Chamber of Notables was a deliberative assembly of propertied elites established in 1866. 
15 J.C.B. Richmond, Egypt 1798-1952: Her Advance Towards a Modern Identity (London: Methuen & 
Co Ltd, 1977), 127. 
16 Richmond, Egypt 1798-1952, 127-28. 
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the Khedive was marginalised by the formation of a nationalist Council of Ministers 

with Arábi as Minister for War on February 5, 1882.  

Lord Granville, Foreign Secretary in the second Liberal government of 

William E. Gladstone (1880-1885), was obliged to take the lead in the Egyptian crisis 

due to the fall of Gambetta’s government in Paris on January 26, 1882. Refugees fled 

Cairo and the interior of Egypt for Alexandria in the following months as violent anti-

Christian and anti-European persecution mounted. On May 15, British and French 

naval squadrons were sent to Alexandria. The joint naval demonstration failed. On 

June 11, fifty Europeans were allegedly murdered by local mobs on the streets of 

Alexandria and the rebel Egyptian army fortified positions around the harbour.  

A Conference of the Powers was convened at Constantinople on June 23, 1882 

to deal with the crisis, but proved ineffectual. Sultan Abdul Hamid II (1876-1909), 

who, it was anticipated by the British, would furnish a Turkish intervention force to 

operate under Anglo-French supervision, declined to participate. Agreement also 

failed to be reached on the second option of a joint Anglo-French intervention as 

mandatories of Europe. To the frustration of the British, France remained vehemently 

opposed to any Turkish intervention in North Africa, while none of the other Powers 

held much hope of its effectiveness.  

The British squadron bombarded Alexandria on July 11, 1882 without the 

participation of the French after an ultimatum to surrender the fortifications passed 

unheeded. Arábi was left in control at Cairo and threatening to march on the Suez 

Canal. The bombardment produced an upsurge of Egyptian popular opinion in support 

of Arábi.17

The post-intervention British position in Egypt was ‘uneasy, complex and 

obscure’.

 In early August, British and Indian troops led by General Wolseley landed 

at Suez, Port Said, and Alexandria, decisively defeating Arábi’s forces at Tel-el-Kebir 

on September 13, 1882. Cairo was occupied and Arábi captured on September 15. 

18 As part of the Eastern Question and subject to the European balance, the 

annexation of Egypt or the declaration of a protectorate could not be considered.19

                                                 
17 P. J. Vatikiotis, The History of Egypt, 2nd ed. (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press,1980), 158; The Times, Feb. 14, 1882, 4. 

 

The Dual Control with France was quickly abandoned but the plethora of international 

obligations that bound Egyptian finance remained in force. The intervention aroused 

the deep hostility of France and received no support from the other Powers. The 

18 M. S. Anderson, The Eastern Question 1774-1923 (London: MacMillan, 1966), 245-46.  
19 Earl of Cromer, Modern Egypt, vol. 1 (London: MacMillan, 1908), 93. 
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Liberal government, which had taken unilateral action only with extreme reluctance, 

undertook to withdraw British forces as soon as possible. 

  In August 1883, it was announced that troops would withdraw to Alexandria 

where a small force would be temporarily maintained. This was impeded by the 

failure of the Powers to reach agreement on Egypt’s untenable financial arrangements, 

and also by military disasters in the Sudan, where the Mahdist movement had routed 

Egyptian forces.20 The subsequent decision of the Khedive, under British advice, to 

evacuate the Sudan was deeply unpopular at Cairo, precipitating the fall of another 

Ministry, and plunging the country into renewed crisis. Britain could not withdraw 

from Egypt until there was a stable and solvent pro-British regime in Cairo. In 

attempting to achieve this, the onus increasingly fell on the small coterie of British 

officials, led by Agent and Consul-General, Sir Evelyn Baring (later Earl of Cromer), 

which “advised” the Egyptian government.21

In negotiations with France prior to a general Conference on Egyptian Finance 

in June 1884, agreement was reached that Britain would withdraw in three years if the 

Khedival government was stable. At the Conference, however, the French, unopposed 

by the other Powers, rejected all British proposals to achieve a more sustainable debt 

position for Egypt. Granville continued to press for a solution to Egypt’s financial 

difficulties, and after another series of torturous negotiations, the London Convention 

was finally signed in March 1885. By the end of the 1880s, Egypt’s fiscal position had 

improved significantly under British administration, thereby reducing the main point 

of international leverage against the ongoing intervention.

  

22

Under renewed tension with Russia over Afghanistan in 1885-87, Britain 

sought to revive the liberal entente with France by engaging Turkey in a solution to 

the Egyptian imbroglio. An Anglo-Turkish Convention was signed on May 22, 1887 

providing for a British withdrawal in three years unless the security of Egypt came 

under internal or external threat. A right of re-entry was granted for both Britain and 

Turkey in the event of misgovernment or external invasion.

 

23

                                                 
20 Paul Kennedy, The Realities Behind Diplomacy: Background Influences on British External Policy, 
1865-1980 (London and Boston, MA: Allen & Unwin, 1981), 90. 

 The Convention 

seemingly institutionalised Britain’s leading position in Egypt and was opposed by 

21 Baring, an Indian administrator, had formerly been the British Controller-General in Egypt from 
1879-80, and succeeded Sir Edward Malet (1879-83) as Agent and Consul-General.  
22 Richmond, Egypt 1798-1952, 141. 
23 Anderson, The Eastern Question, 248. 
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France and Russia. The British plenipotentiary left Constantinople without Turkish 

ratification on July 15, 1887.  

Since late 1882, Britain had attempted in vain to leave Egypt. With the failure 

of the 1887 Convention, the “veiled” protectorate in Egypt was considered indefinite, 

and subsequent British governments rebuffed French, Russian and Turkish overtures 

for a settlement between 1888 and 1894. The Sudan was reconquered in 1898. The 

formal Anglo-French entente of 1904 eliminated further French interference and 

abolished residual international controls.24 A formal protectorate was finally declared 

on the eve of the Great War in 1914. In 1922, the British unilaterally declared Egypt 

independent reserving rights to re-entry. A bilateral Anglo-Egyptian Treaty to similar 

effect was signed in 1936. The last British troops evacuated the Canal Zone only 

months before the Suez Crisis of July 1956.25

4.3 Domestic context of British decision-making 

  

The section places British decision-makers in the political, social and intellectual 

contexts that shaped their motives, rhetoric and actions. The period from 1865 to 1885 

marked a shift in the interplay between British foreign policy and domestic politics. 

The traditional sources of political power and decision, the Crown, Cabinet, Foreign 

Office, parliament and political parties, had to respond to the growing pressures of 

public opinion felt in an enlarged franchise and expanded party memberships, 

increased literacy rates and a burgeoning popular press.26 Domestic public opinion, 

though difficult to gauge in this period, was perceived to function as a negative 

constraint precluding government action or inaction on certain sensitive issues.27

                                                 
24 L. Hirszowicz, ‘The Sultan and the Khedive, 1892-1908’, Middle Eastern Studies 8, no. 3 (1972): 
289; Roger Owen, The Middle East in the World Economy (London and New York: Methuen, 1981), 
221. 

 The 

importance of mobilising public sentiment was first recognised and manipulated in a 

concerted fashion by Disraeli and Gladstone in the 1870s. Large amounts of press 

coverage were allocated to political reporting and parliamentary debates were 

25 Lenczowski, The Middle East in World Affairs, 501-29. 
26 See Andrew S. Thompson, Imperial Britain: The Empire in British Politics, c. 1880-1932 (London: 
Pearson, 2000), 52; Marvin Swartz, The Politics of Foreign Policy in the Era of Disraeli and Gladstone 
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1985), 1; Peter Marsh, ‘Conscience and the Conduct of Government in 
Nineteenth-Century Britain: An Introduction’, in The Conscience of the Victorian State, ed. Peter 
Marsh (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1979), 11-12.  
27 C. J. Lowe, The Reluctant Imperialists: British Foreign Policy 1878-1902 (New York: MacMillan, 
1969), 12. 
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published in full.28 Foreign correspondents worked closely with British 

representatives abroad, and in some cases were one and the same.29 The influence of 

newspapers in the political process was very significant, as this was the predominant 

means of communication between political elites and the mass of the population.30

The acrimonious domestic debate between Tory “imperialists” and “non-

interventionist” Liberals over foreign and imperial policy in the 1870s was largely for 

public and party consumption. It was more rhetorical than substantive.

 

31 The Disraeli 

government (1874-80) emphasised the prestige of Britain’s Empire in Asia, the 

superiority of British civilisation, and focused jingoistic public attention on Anglo-

Russian rivalries in Central Asia.32 This was much to the chagrin of the liberal non-

conformist conscience. In the election campaign of 1879-80, Gladstone laid out six 

principles of a Liberal foreign policy: ‘just legislation and economy at home’; the 

preservation of the European peace; the maintenance of a Concert of Europe; the 

traditional avoidance of ‘entangling engagements’; respect for ‘the equal rights of all 

nations’; and a ‘sympathy with freedom’ founded on ‘the deepest and most profound 

love of order’.33

Despite their antagonistic rhetorical stances, the elite decision-makers of both 

parties sought to maintain traditional British interests abroad through informal 

influence.

  

34 Both continued to avoid entangling engagements on the Continent and 

neither wished to bring ‘more Oriental peoples into the Empire’. A small coterie of 

pragmatic Palmerstonian Whigs such as Lords Granville and Hartington, and 

Conservatives such as Salisbury, ‘worked to keep foreign policy above party politics 

in an increasingly democratic age’.35

                                                 
28 Kennedy, The Realities Behind Diplomacy, 52; Thompson, Imperial Britain, 62. 

 Even if the mid-Victorian spirit of progress had 

29 See M. E. Chamberlain, ‘British Public Opinion and the Invasion of Egypt, 1882’, Trivium 16 
(1981): 14-16. Sir Auckland Colvin, the British Controller-General at Cairo, was also the Egypt 
correspondent for the liberal daily, The Pall Mall Gazette; see A.G. Hopkins, ‘The Victorians and 
Africa: A Reconsideration of the Occupation of Egypt, 1882’, The Journal of African History 27, no. 2 
(1986): 383. 
30 Kennedy, The Realities Behind Diplomacy, 52; Thompson, Imperial Britain, 62. 
31 See P. J. Durrans, ‘A Two-Edged Sword: The Liberal Attack on Disraelian Imperialism’, The 
Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 10, no. 3 (1982): 275-77; Marsh, ‘Conscience and the 
Conduct of Government in Nineteenth-Century Britain’, 12; Lowe, The Reluctant Imperialists, 21; and 
Medlicott, Bismarck, Gladstone, and the Concert of Europe, 24. 
32 Thompson, Imperial Britain, 16; Eldridge, England’s Mission, 209, 232. 
33 William E. Gladstone, Midlothian Speeches 1879 (Leicester, UK: Leicester University Press, 1971), 
115-17. 
34 Durrans, ‘A Two-Edged Sword’, 267.  
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weakened in the face of intransigent Oriental despotisms, both parties still regarded a 

liberal outlook in foreign policy as normative, differing only in degree.36 Leading 

figures in both parties, but particularly the great political moralist, Gladstone, failed to 

appreciate the virulence of imperial nationalist sentiment building on the Continent 

since 1871, a sentiment that precluded the Powers from making any concessions to 

Britain on the Egyptian Question.37

In mid to late-Victorian Britain, some fifty to one hundred individuals were 

involved in the direct conduct of “high politics”. Gladstone estimated that perhaps up 

to ten thousand persons had a potential influence on foreign policy. Direct input into 

the policy process was from a very narrow spectrum of society. It included members 

of the great aristocratic families and mid-range gentry, metropolitan bureaucrats, 

senior figures in the diplomatic and colonial services, high-ranked military officers, 

parliamentarians, extra-parliamentary pressure groups, successful businessmen, 

newspaper and journal editors, religious leaders and university dons.

 

38 They 

represented a social stratum of great homogeneity, intellectually engaged with 

contemporary debates through the quality newspapers and influential periodicals.39 

By the late nineteenth century, the landed aristocracy had largely amalgamated with 

the bourgeois wealth of the City, forming the cohort from which most 

parliamentarians were drawn.40 There was also significant intermingling between the 

other gentlemanly professions, all of which were ‘moulded into cultural uniformity’ 

by the institutions of the public school and the university.41

                                                 
36 See Robinson and Gallagher, Africa and the Victorians, 1-10; H.C.G. Matthew, ‘Introduction’, in 
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 The concept of character was assigned a large causal role in the Victorian 

assessment of differing human outcomes. Good government was the result of superior 

personal and national qualities.42 Character evoked the duty-bound qualities of thrift, 

‘self-restraint, perseverance, strenuous effort, [and] courage in the face of 

adversity’.43 In the public sphere, a rigid regime of sound finance was critical to 

prosperity, social stability, and moral character.44

 The Cabinet, represented by the Foreign Secretary with a great deal of 

autonomy and discretion, comprised the decision-making elite in the Victorian period. 

Only the Prime Minister and a small core of interested Ministers were informed or 

consulted on foreign policy on a daily basis, but the full Cabinet decided on important 

matters. Foreign Secretaries were invariably aristocrats who took a global view of 

British interests and international prestige, and remained largely detached from 

sectional concerns.

  

45

The flow of information and advice from British representatives in overseas 

posts, and from the ambassadors to the Powers, mediated through the Foreign Office 

and Secretary, was of greatest importance in the elite decision-making process. 

Advice from officials in other Ministries, such as the Exchequer, Board of Trade, 

India, Colonial and War Offices, and the Admiralty, was also of great importance in 

particular cases. Other influences on Cabinet decision-making, such as the opinion of 

Queen Victoria, financial and trade interests, backbench and party pressures, and 

press and public opinion, were also mediated through Ministers into the elite decision-

making process.

 The outlook of elite decision-makers was status quo oriented, 

and therefore reactive.  

46

The decision to intervene in Egypt in 1882 was taken by the Gladstone Liberal 

Cabinet (1880-85). The Liberal Party at the time was rent by internal divisions 
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between Whig and Radical factions.47 Despite being returned in 1880 on the Radical 

vote, Gladstone adopted a “safe” approach to government, appointing the “old guard” 

of Palmerstonian Whigs to all senior ministries. Granville became Foreign Secretary, 

with Lords Kimberley, Hartington and Northbrook taking Colonies, India and the 

Admiralty respectively. The leaders of the progressive wing of the Party, Joseph 

Chamberlain and Charles Dilke, received the lesser portfolios of the Board of Trade 

and the non-cabinet Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs, although Dilke gained 

prominence as spokesman for foreign affairs in the House of Commons.48 The ageing 

John Bright, who ultimately resigned from Cabinet over the Egypt intervention, 

represented the pacifist and non-interventionist “Manchester School” radicals.49

Decision-making in the Egyptian Question was further hampered by a lack of 

Prime Ministerial leadership. Gladstone was deeply preoccupied with the Irish Home 

Rule question and 1884 Franchise Bill throughout much of the term.

    

50 Most Cabinet 

deliberation on Egypt took place in a small group that included Granville, Hartington, 

Northbrook, and War Secretary, Hugh Childers, with input also from Chamberlain 

and Dilke who entered Cabinet in 1882. Gladstone did not participate directly but was 

kept informed by Granville.51

4.4 Interpretation 

 The Prime Minister exercised an oversight role and 

periodically defended the government position on the floor of the House. The 

following sections analyse the period from mid-1881 to May 11, 1882 to demonstrate 

the process by which the Cabinet came to interpret the disorder in Egypt as a state 

failure necessitating external governance intervention.  

The introductory sections have given the historical background to the case study, a 

brief chronological overview, and provided a sense of the domestic socio-political 

context in which decision-makers operated. To reiterate, the theoretical framework 

holds that an interpretation of state failure is conditioned by the distribution of 
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capabilities, the pattern of order in the international society, and the sensitivity of the 

domestic polities of leading actors to risk. State failure is located conceptually at the 

intersection of the distribution of capabilities and the incidence of transnational 

disorder. Disorder is a subjective condition, both facilitated by and judged against the 

historically contingent pattern of order in the international society. The geographical 

location of state failure is a function of polarity, in that the prevailing strategic 

situation dictates whether transnational disorder matters to elite decision-makers. In 

the interpretation phase, it will be shown that domestic risk sensitivity functioned as a 

constraint that precluded British inaction on the Egyptian question. 

4.4.1 Distribution of capabilities 

This section first establishes the strategic contours of the late-nineteenth century 

European multipolar system and Britain’s place in it. It then demonstrates how the 

distribution of capabilities intersected with transnational disorder to influence the 

British Cabinet’s interpretation of Egypt as a state failure necessitating an external 

governance intervention. The flow of information into the elite decision-making 

process clearly identifies the disorder in Egypt as an acute risk to the core British 

strategic interests of excluding the other powers from interference in the area while 

maintaining as far as possible the informal liberal alliance with France. 

The international system of the late nineteenth-century was multipolar, in that 

three or more states were considered predominant, and no single state could survive 

an alliance of the others against it. In multipolar systems, a state’s primary concern is 

a division of potential gains or losses that may favour others more than itself.52 

Consequently, ‘in the unsettled and changing situation of the early 1880s, any action 

either by a European power or an indigenous ruler calculated to disrupt the status quo 

could lead to possible conflict’.53

Britain’s position in the 1880s was of a status quo actor in relative decline. 

The margin of capabilities between Britain and its industrial rivals had narrowed since 

the height of its ascendance in the 1850s.

  

54

                                                 
52 Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979), 106. 

 Britain had also ceased to be a serious 

Continental Power. She lacked a mass conscript army and had stood aloof from ‘the 

series of wars which culminated in the crushing defeat of France by Germany in 

53 Eldridge, England’s Mission, 247. 
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 64 

1870-71’.55

Events of the 1870s challenged the longstanding British interests in the Near 

East of safeguarding the routes and communications to the subcontinent by keeping 

Russia out of the area and preventing any other Power from encroaching on Egypt.

 London was disconcerted by the recasting of the systemic structure 

brought by Italian and German unification, but remained slow to appreciate the 

intensity of the renewed strategic competition precipitated by these profound changes 

in Central Europe.   

56 

After the defeat of France in 1870, Russia renounced the Black Sea clauses of the 

Treaty of Paris, enabling the Straits to be closed to British shipping. On Bismarck’s 

initiative in 1872, Russia also entered the Dreikaiserbund with Germany and Austria, 

further heightening traditional British Russophobia. The closure of the Straits meant 

that the British navy had no alternate means to check a Russian advance to the Persian 

Gulf or an advance on India through Afghanistan.57 Matters came to a head with the 

abovementioned Anglo-Russian war scare of 1878, which re-established Britain as a 

European Power with respect to the Eastern Question.58

In the wake of the country’s humiliating defeat, the French Third Republic had 

moved closer to Britain but the relationship was deeply problematic. The informal 

“liberal alliance” was needed to prevent German hegemony of the Continent, though 

this imperative also drew France closer to Russia. British and French interests also 

diverged sharply in North Africa, a sphere in which Italy was also jealously interested 

in competition with France.

 

59 Britain sought a Mediterranean ringed by independent 

states. The French, already ensconced in Algeria, saw in North Africa an Empire 

encompassing Morocco, Tunis, Tripoli and Egypt.60

Meanwhile, Bismarck, in isolating France and tranquilising Austro-Russian 

rivalries in the Balkans, had concluded the Dual Alliance with Austria in 1879, 

 The result, by the early 1880s, 

was a sporadically expanding French sphere across the Maghreb and a tense Anglo-

French rivalry of influence at Cairo.  
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renewed the Dreikaiserbund in 1881, and added Italy to the Triple Alliance of 1882.61 

Bismarck’s other key objective was to keep Britain isolated by preventing ‘any 

English dominated system of alliances or Concert of Europe’.62 It was into this 

strategic context that Gladstone’s Liberal government took office in April 1880. 

Radical liberal opinion, including that professed previously by Gladstone himself, 

deprecated the value of India, and therefore of Egypt, as worth the risk of either a 

European war or a break with France.63

In the context of the unfolding political crisis at Cairo, the French occupation 

of Tunis on May 12, 1881 prompted a re-assessment of Britain’s Egyptian interests. 

The evidence clearly demonstrates the sensitive strategic location of Egypt in the 

multipolar system. For Britain, Egypt’s strategic significance was indelibly linked 

with its imperial interests in India in two ways. Hartington instructed Dilke to 

consider how we now ‘“stood with reference to the despatch of troops through Egypt 

in the event of (1) a rising in India, (2) an invasion of India by Russia”’.

  

64

The most dangerous threat to British imperial authority in the nineteenth 

century had been the Indian Mutiny of 1857-59. The origins of the Mutiny were 

complex, but it involved a civil-military uprising in North-Central India focused on 

the Muslim Dynasty of the Mogul King of Delhi, which was once the dominant force 

on the subcontinent. Since then, Britain had viewed “fanatical” Islamic movements as 

the most acute risk to European influence and control in the Orient.

  

65

… state of Mussulman feeling in India, throughout Asia, and in Egypt, is such 
that a slight event might create wars and raise revolt in all Mahommedan 
countries. Suspicion, mistrust, doubt, and irritation have taken deep root in the 
hearts of Mussulmans, and these sentiments … can only gradually be 
eradicated and confidence restored by the exercise of great prudence and 

 The pan-Islamic 

subtext to the Egyptian revolt played on these existing fears, which were apparently 

well founded. In March 1879, for example, the High Sheriff of Mecca communicated 

to then Foreign Secretary, Lord Salisbury, that the  
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delicacy, and by avoiding any and every measure which may excite 
fanaticism.66

 
 

France was also extremely sensitive to pan-Islamic influences undermining its sphere 

of influence in North Africa. In differing from the British, however, French concerns 

focused more on a renewal of Muslim influence in North Africa fomented by the 

Turkish Sultan as Caliph of Islam. It was for this reason that Paris vehemently 

opposed any sign of Turkish intervention in Egypt throughout the entire episode.67

If we let the French … into Egypt we shall never get them out again without 
war … The proper authority to put down a rebellion in Egypt is the Sultan & 
we should be careful how we derogate from this principle. Under no 
circumstances should we admit the entrance of French troops into Egypt.

 

 Any joint Anglo-French action in Egypt, was, however, regarded in London as 

deeply problematic. The Foreign Office analysis was unequivocal: 

68

 
 

The British press also made clear the dangerous linkages between Egyptian disorder 

and French expansion in North Africa, while reiterating that Britain’s ‘Imperial 

interest in Egypt is beyond and above that of all other countries put together’.69

The worsening of the political situation at Cairo in September 1881 

exacerbated Anglo-French rivalry and raised mutual suspicions. The British were of 

the opinion that if armed intervention was necessary this was the responsibility of the 

Sultan as legitimate suzerain, but under strict supervision. This was consistent with 

the British interest of keeping the Powers out of Egypt, but was irreconcilable with its 

core European interest of ‘steady concert with France’.

   

70 The crisis of governance in 

Egypt also prompted the other Powers to declare their interest. On September 17, for 

example, Granville rebuffed a proposal ‘to admit Italian intervention in Egyptian 

affairs on the same footing as England and France’.71 Lord Dufferin reported from 

Constantinople, that Germany and Russia were indeed insisting ‘upon a right of 

interference in Egyptian affairs’.72
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 The conflict between the strategic imperatives of keeping the other Powers out 

of Egypt, while maintaining the liberal alliance with France was quickly apparent. 

That any Turkish intervention in Egypt would reopen the Eastern Question was also 

clearly recognised at the Foreign Office by the end of September 1881:  

If the Porte were to intervene in any manner in Egypt, the question would 
thereby become a European one. The Great powers … would not fail to claim 
their proper share in the settlement of the matter. France and England would of 
necessity lose the exclusive patronage of Egypt which they enjoyed at this 
moment; Egyptian questions would be subject to the decision of seven Powers 
instead of two, and it was impossible to say what might be the result.73

 
 

British ambassador at Berlin, Lord Ampthill, was ‘informed that Prince Bismarck is 

not unfavourable to a Turkish occupation of Egypt’. This was apparently supported by 

both Russia and Austria.74

These attempts by the Powers to interfere in Egypt were met by a firm 

restatement of British policy. Granville told the Turkish ambassador that Cabinet had 

  

… no desire to take any steps toward an English occupation or annexation of 
the country; still less did we wish to see it occupied or annexed by any other 
Power. We were anxious to maintain the present status quo, and to uphold the 
Sultan’s rights; but we should object to any attempt to extend those rights, or 
to use them for the purpose of diminishing the autonomy of Egypt, and 
interfering in its internal administration.75

 
  

In a published reiteration of British policy on November 4, 1881, the failure of 

governance in Egypt, or the re-occurrence ‘of a state of anarchy’, was clearly linked 

to danger from the ‘rival ambitions’ of the Powers.76

It was assessed in December 1881 that the Egyptian nationalists would likely 

make the Ministers responsible to the Chamber, rather than the Khedive, and would 

claim the right to control the state budget.

 The potential for state failure 

was clearly located at the intersection of governmental disorder in Egypt and the 

multipolar distribution of capabilities. 

77 A memorandum from the British financial 

Controller, Auckland Colvin, which was circulated to Cabinet, concluded that direct 

Anglo-French ‘financial control over the country’ was essential to the preservation of 

order. It was ‘the main safeguard against the recurrence of an “Egyptian question”’.78
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In other words, ‘as long as the threat of anarchy and interference with the Control 

remained, the way lay open to a foreign occupation’, which was a profound threat to 

British strategic interests in Egypt.79 To forestall direct military interference by the 

Powers, the British favoured a regulated Turkish intervention to restore order, while 

Paris preferred a joint Anglo-French occupation.80 The evidence indicates that a 

settlement involving the other Powers, which a Turkish intervention would certainly 

bring, was clearly deemed preferable by the British Cabinet over the possibility of any 

French occupation, joint or otherwise, by the end of January 1882.81

 During the same month, despatches from Egypt brought the alarming 

assessment that the Chamber, supported by the army, was insisting on control of the 

budget as a precursor to taking full control of state finances. There was no local 

remedy, according to Colvin and Malet, for this administrative ‘anarchy’.

 

82 On 

January 15, 1882, Granville wrote to Gladstone that this would reopen the Egyptian 

question against British strategic interests and could not be allowed.83 Gladstone 

replied on January 31 that, as to the Anglo-French Control ‘and internationally 

sanctioned laws we withhold it bodily from the Notables’.84

The long delay in the face of these grave threats to international order was due 

to two factors. The first was that while the Chamber reserved the right to control the 

budget, it did not attempt to breach Egypt’s international financial obligations. The 

second and more important was that, as the political situation at Cairo deteriorated in 

the early months of 1882, the ominous rumblings from the Continent grew louder, 

 The evidence makes clear 

that British representatives in Egypt felt that an external intervention was a necessity 

by the end of January 1882. It was not until May 11, however, that the Cabinet shared 

this view. From that point, elite discourse shifted from the possibility of intervention 

to canvassing the modes it would take. The several months between the identification 

of the threshold for state failure in January and the formulation of an interventionist 

response was also concurrent with a number of further serious provocations on the 

ground in Egypt.  
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raising unavoidable prudential concerns in the multipolar system. Russia continued to 

bluntly assert that Egypt was part of the broader Eastern Question and Britain could 

not take unilateral action.85 On February 2, Russia, Italy, Austria, and Germany made 

the unequivocal joint statement that the status quo in Egypt ‘could not be modified 

except by an accord between the Great Powers and the Suzerain Power’.86

While Arábi’s national movement had yet to breach Egypt’s international 

obligations, it had succeeded in breaking the Anglo-French Control.

 The 

constraints of multipolar competition on British decision-makers were pervasive and 

unavoidable. Prudential concerns virtually guaranteed that a matter as sensitive as the 

Egyptian question be placed under the jurisdiction of a European Concert, carrying 

with it profound constraints on possible British action.  

87 The Control not 

only represented the ‘superiority of the interests and the rights of France and England 

over those of any other Power’.88 It also represented the prestige of Britain and 

France, and more generally, of Europe, in the Muslim world. Considerations of 

British imperial prestige became increasingly salient as financial disorder developed 

into physical disorder threatening the lives and property of Europeans. Matters came 

to a head when a conspiracy to kill Arábi was uncovered on April 20, 1882. In the 

subsequent political turmoil, British representatives claimed that Arábi was about to 

depose the Khedivate for a military dictatorship.89 The political situation was thus of 

‘an absolutely revolutionary character’.90

This section has shown that the weakness of the Khedival state, clearly 

manifest in Arábi’s rebellion, raised the profound risk for Britain of intervention by 

the other Powers in the multipolar system. This was an unacceptable threat to British 

imperial interests in the Near East and India. It has also been demonstrated, however, 

that the exigencies of multipolarity precluded any precipitate British action in Egypt. 

 There could be no reliable assurance that 

Egypt’s international obligations would be met. This raised the imminent risk of the 

other Powers claiming a right of intervention. From this point forward, Egypt was 

judged to be a state failure requiring external governance intervention.  
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Prudential concerns vis-à-vis the other Powers, in particular Germany and Russia, 

were of great importance during the response formulation phase discussed in section 

4.5.1 below.      

4.4.2 Pattern of order in international society 

This section first establishes the prevailing pattern of order in the international 

society, which in this case was represented by the emerging standard of civilisation in 

international law. The section then identifies the character of the transnational risk 

raised by the political and civil disorder in Egypt. The flow of information into the 

elite decision-making process demonstrates that the disorder was initially equated 

with “administrative anarchy”, in that there was no guarantee that Arábi’s national 

movement would respect Egypt’s international financial obligations. This created the 

risk of interference by the other Powers, as shown in the previous section. As the 

crisis intensified, however, the disorder acquired the character of violent civil unrest. 

This threatened British lives and property, the most fundamental breach of the 

European standard of civilisation, and thereby also raised an acute risk to imperial 

prestige on which the Empire in India was perceived to rest.  

The late-nineteenth century pattern of order was based on the classic “standard 

of civilisation”.91 It consisted of five criteria: the first was that Europeans anywhere 

should be afforded protection of life, liberty and property consistent with the rule of 

law in Europe.92 The second was that a state must retain a rational-bureaucratic 

structure, uphold its international commitments, and exercise control over a defined 

territory. The third was that a state must accept the prevailing system of European 

international law. The fourth was the maintenance of adequate and permanent 

channels for diplomacy. A fifth criterion ruled out unacceptable social practices such 

as suttee, slavery and polygamy. The necessity for international administration and 

extraterritoriality became symbolic of a polity’s less than civilised status relative to 

international society members.93

The pattern of order institutionalised in the “standard” was heterogenous. 

Among international society members it provided for mutually-agreed, rule-based 
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92 Schwarzenberger, ‘The Standard of Civilisation in International Law’, 220; Gong, The Standard of 
‘Civilization’ in International Society, 14. 
93 Gong, The Standard of ‘Civilization’ in International Society, 14-15, 64-66. 
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conduct without the pursuit of a common purpose. This did not preclude a European 

Concert on questions of mutual concern, which was the strong preference of British 

liberals.94 The disposition of the international society toward those outside was, 

however, solidarist to the extent that other polities were also judged against the 

European standard. The British variant placed particular emphasis on sound finance, 

public frugality and the sanctity of contract and international treaties as providing the 

discipline and character for good government.95 Gladstone’s principles of foreign 

policy firmly subordinated “freedom” and the “equality of nations” to economy, the 

preservation of peace, the will of “civilised” Europe and international law.96

Egypt was considered “semi-barbarous”, not ready for full self-government or 

membership of international society, but was expected to abide by its rules. Left to its 

own devices, it would rapidly return to a state of “anarchy”.

 

97 The Khedivate had 

already failed to uphold its international financial commitments, a serious breach of 

the standard.98

Press correspondents at Alexandria viewed the political instability fostered by 

the ‘ignorant soldiery’ as threatening the entire fabric of Egyptian governance. It was 

intolerable that the rebels could repeatedly defy the Khedive and damage the prestige 

of the Anglo-French Control. The greatest risk was the complete breakdown that 

would result if the army, subject to nothing but force, became ‘recognized as a distinct 

and separate power in the State’, representing Arab Muslims against the civilian 

government ‘under the control of Europeans’.

 The Anglo-French Control had restored the viability of Egyptian 

administration in 1879. Its continuation ensured the maintenance of a functioning, de 

facto independent Egyptian state under nominal Ottoman suzerainty. 

99 The hundreds of Europeans staffing 

the Egyptian Civil Service and international financial administrations were a major 

source of Arab nationalist and Islamic resentment.100

                                                 
94 See Medlicott, Bismarck, Gladstone, and the Concert of Europe, 33-34; and A.J.P. Taylor, The 
Trouble Makers: Dissent over Foreign Policy 1792-1939 (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1957), 71. 

 The pan-Islamic thrust of the 

vernacular press became more pointed from September 1881. European 

95 See Cain and Hopkins, British Imperialism, 45, 48. 
96 See Robinson and Gallagher, Africa and the Victorians, 91-92; Gladstone, Midlothian Speeches 
1879, 115-17. 
97 See Gong, The Standard of ‘Civilization’ in International Society, 62; The Times, June 2, 1881, 4. 
98 See Cain, ‘Character and Administration’, 183. Egypt also maintained the barbarous social practices 
of the corvée and courbash, which referred to forced labour and the whipping of recalcitrant workers in 
the repair and maintenance of Nile irrigation. 
99 The Times, July 23, 1881, 5; Aug. 17, 1881, 10. 
100 See Osborn, ‘The Value of Egypt to Great Britain’, 29. 
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administrators were attacked as the agents of Muslim oppression.101 Public feeling 

was that the ‘army represented Egypt as against Europe – Moslem as against 

Christian’.102

In the wake of this unrest, the public reiteration of British policy on November 

4 was consistent with the subordination of freedom and equality to international order. 

Granville repeated that Britain sought to retain Egypt’s administrative independence, 

and continued that the government of  

 

… England would run counter to the most cherished traditions of national 
history were it to entertain a desire to diminish that liberty or to tamper with 
the institutions to which it has given birth …The only circumstance which 
could force us to depart from the course of conduct which I have above 
indicated would be the occurrence in Egypt of a state of anarchy.103

  
 

On the same day, The Times correspondent at Alexandria warned that ‘public order in 

Egypt was never so imminently threatened … The Ministry stands or falls precisely so 

long as it acts in accordance with the views of its electors, the rioters’.104

 This was seemingly an accurate assessment. Malet reported on December 26 

that the movement would soon make the nationalist Ministry responsible to the 

Chamber rather than the Khedive, thereby giving them control of the budget.

  

105 The 

danger of this twofold: it demonstrated ‘first, a disposition to ignore or modify the 

engagements by which Egypt is bound.’ Second, it would remove foreign control of 

state financial administration, the only guarantee of good government.106 Granville 

advised the Prime Minister on January 15, 1882 that the situation was contrary to 

international Treaty engagements, a core criterion of the European standard, and 

therefore unacceptable.107 This message was communicated to the Egyptian national 

movement on January 16.108

                                                 
101 Malet to Granville, Sept. 25, 1881, FO 407/18/85. On pan-Islamic and anti-Christian rhetoric in the 
Arabic press, see also ‘Précis of Seven Articles from the Newspaper “El Hejaz” of September 26, 
1881’, inclosure in Malet to Granville, Oct. 6, 1881, FO 407/18/195; Cromer, Modern Egypt, vol. 1, 
211; ‘Précis of an Article from “El Bourhan” of October 20, 1881’, inclosure 2 in Malet to Granville, 
Oct. 31, 1881, FO 407/18/263; and Malet to Granville, Oct. 31, 1881, FO 407/18/264. 

 These events at the political level were accompanied by 

the first reports of civil unrest and danger to the security of Europeans. Despatches 

102 The Times, Oct. 6, 1881, 4.  
103 Granville to Malet, Nov. 4, 1881, FO 407/18/257. 
104 The Times, Nov. 4, 1881, 8. 
105 Malet to Granville, Dec. 26, 1881, CAB 37/7/4. 
106 Memorandum by Colvin, Dec. 21, 1881, inclosure in ibid. 
107 Granville to Gladstone, private, Jan. 15, 1882, PRO 30/29/125. 
108 Granville to Malet, Tel., Jan. 16, 1882, FO 407/19/66. 



 

 73 

reported that the attitude of Muslims had ‘assumed an attitude of a very insulting and 

threatening character towards the Christian population’.109

The crisis escalated on February 5 as predicted with the formation of a Council 

of Ministers responsible only to the Chamber with Arábi as War Minister. This 

development coincided also with reports that the Egyptian military had begun to 

upgrade its coastal fortifications.

  

110 Soon after, a new Organic Law was adopted 

allowing the Chamber to control the budget. Malet reported on February 17 that the 

overturning of the Control was symbolic of wider ‘revolutionary feeling, of which 

anti-Europeanism is the real base’.111 Press correspondents reported that ‘whatever the 

present Ministry’s programme may declare, it is distinctly anti-European … its 

sympathies are Mahommedan’. The true object of the national movement was the 

removal of Europeans from government, thereby destroying ‘honest and enlightened 

administration’.112 Writing in March, Colvin was certain that the point of state failure 

had been reached: ‘the country is at this moment without an efficient government and 

in imminent danger of disorder’.113 In the view of the British Cabinet, Egypt’s state 

failure was complete when Arábi “threw off the mask” and assumed capricious and 

arbitrary rule on May 11, 1882, responsible to nothing but force.114 That executive 

power now rested in an illegitimate, unaccountable and hostile sub-state actor clearly 

demonstrated the inability of the Khedival regime to effectively govern the country.115

This section has demonstrated that the failure of the Khedival state to maintain 

a stable rational-bureaucratic structure under Anglo-French supervision removed the 

guarantee that Egypt would continue to meet its international obligations. This was an 

unacceptable breach of the pattern of order and the condition on which the strategic 

status quo and British imperial interests were believed to rest. The risk to British lives, 

property and most importantly, imperial prestige, acquired much greater significance 

in the response formulation phase, discussed in section 4.5.2 below, as the governance 

situation in Egypt deteriorated further with the increased application of external 

pressure.  

  

                                                 
109 Vice-Consul Main to Cookson, inclosure in Malet to Granville, Jan. 21, 1882, FO 407/19/123. 
110 Malet to Granville, Tel., Feb. 4, 1882, FO 407/19/162; Feb. 5, 1882, FO 407/19/166. 
111 Ibid., Tel., Feb. 17, 1882, FO 407/19/259. 
112 The Pall Mall Gazette, Feb. 25, 1882, 2; Mar. 13, 1882, 1. 
113 Memorandum by Colvin, inclosure in Cookson to Granville, Mar. 20, 1882, FO 407/19/411. 
114 See Gladstone’s speech in Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, vol. 272, Commons, July 24, 1882, 
cols. 1581-82. 
115 See Cromer, Modern Egypt, vol. 1, 257-58. 
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4.4.3 Domestic risk sensitivity 

This section first gives a sense of the domestic political sensitivity in Britain to the 

security risks associated with the apparently worsening disorder in Egypt. Domestic 

risk sensitivity was of less significance than the distribution of capabilities and pattern 

of order in the Cabinet’s interpretation of Egypt as a state failure. Its salience 

increased in the immediacy of the response formulation phase. The remainder of the 

section argues that perceptions of public opinion, can, however, be inferred to have 

exerted a constraint on government inaction as the crisis in Egypt escalated. 

The concept of risk and its management was only beginning to be recognised 

and understood in this period as reflexive of ‘the tumultuous Victorian moment of 

modernity’.116 Elaine Freedgood suggests that the Victorian project of constructing ‘a 

safe England in a dangerous world’ was inherently dualistic. Risk could be displaced 

to cultural or geographical locations outside the pale of late-Victorian Britain. Yet 

industrial modernity revealed how acutely Britain needed ‘the outside world – for 

resources, markets, as well as for physical and psychological space’.117 So while it 

was psychologically necessary for risk to be displaced and managed in potentially 

hazardous locations such as Ireland, the Orient, or Africa, large parts of the world 

needed to be represented as orderly and safe.118 This was especially so for locations 

like Egypt, deemed essential to the prosperity and prestige of Empire. It was also 

incumbent on British governments to ‘respect the public’s thirst for peace, economy 

and prestige’ in its conduct of imperial policy.119

Prior to the advent of opinion polling, the temper of public sentiment was 

difficult to gauge. In the late-Victorian era, perceptions of public opinion were 

mediated into elite decision-making by the views of parliamentarians, but more 

importantly, by the tone and disposition of the mass-circulation press, which, however 

erroneously, was considered synonymous with public opinion.

  

120 Cabinet decision-

makers perceived public sensitivity to risk as a policy constraint on action or inaction 

only in particular, highly publicised cases.121

                                                 
116 Elaine Freedgood, Victorian Writing about Risk: Imagining a Safe England in a Dangerous World 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 1. 

 It does not appear to have been a 

positive factor driving foreign policy at the elite level. The substance of the anxiety 

117 Freedgood, Victorian Writing about Risk, 9. 
118 Ibid., 9, 169. 
119 Robinson and Gallagher, Africa and the Victorians, 23. 
120 See Kennedy, The Realities Behind Diplomacy, 51; Lowe, The Reluctant Imperialists, 11. 
121 Lowe, The Reluctant Imperialists, 12. 
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felt by the domestic polity in this period was that of the risk to the lives and property 

of Britons abroad and to the prosperity and prestige of the Empire. This was in 

addition, of course, to the constant, underlying risk of Great Power conflict 

precipitated by disorder in the strategic regions of the Balkans, Near East and Central 

Asia.122

The duality in public opinion is evident in press coverage of the Egyptian 

crisis. The public required both imperial prestige and peace among the Powers. The 

liberal Daily News opined that ‘the great mass of Englishmen, we believe, are firmly 

convinced that no foreign power except France can be allowed a co-equal political 

authority in Egypt’. Only a tiny minority, however, sought the dangerous route of an 

exclusive British dominance or ‘anything like an annexation.’ On the other hand, it 

was also doubtful that the public would tolerate a joint occupation with France.

 The most recent “war scare” with Russia had been only a few years 

previously in 1878. 

123 The 

tenor of press and parliamentary opinion became more alarmist, and more 

sympathetic to intervention with the formation of the military-backed, nationalist 

Ministry at Cairo in February 1882. The liberal Pall Mall Gazette, Gladstone’s 

preferred daily paper, argued that ‘the representative Assembly is being compelled to 

do the bidding of a military adventurer’. This impudence was precipitating an 

‘exceedingly critical’ situation calling ‘for decisions on the part of the Powers fraught 

with the gravest issues as to European peace’.124

The government’s referral of the Egyptian Question to a European Concert 

prompted the conservative Standard to accuse the Cabinet of pursuing a policy of 

vacillation and inactivity out of fear to offend anyone while surrendering the 

country’s special interests in Egypt.

  

125 Questions were also raised in the press as to 

what guarantees for the Suez Canal could be expected from the Egyptian national 

movement, especially in the event of another Muslim uprising in India.126

                                                 
122 See Thornton, The Imperial Idea and its Enemies, 42-43; Clayton, Britain and the Eastern Question, 
124-25, 141. 

 The lack of 

public order and security for Europeans in Egypt due to the ‘appearance of armed 

bands of lawless men’, and ‘the increase in the temper of the Moslem mob’ became 

123 The Daily News, Jan. 3, 1882, 5. 
124The Pall Mall Gazette, Feb. 2, 1882, 1. On Gladstone’s preferred reading, see M. E. Chamberlain, 
‘The Alexandria Massacre of 11 June 1882 and the British Occupation of Egypt’, Middle Eastern 
Studies 13, no. 1 (1977): 14. 
125 The Standard quoted in The Pall Mall Gazette, Feb. 24, 1882, 12. 
126 The Pall Mall Gazette, Feb. 25, 1882, 2. 
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prominent elements of the coverage from February 1882 onwards.127

By March 1882, the Pall Mall Gazette held that ‘collapse’ in Egypt did ‘not 

seem very far off’. Britain was ‘confronted with the alarming possibility that we may 

have to intervene in Egypt to restore order at any moment’.

 The escalating 

levels of hysteria in the daily press created a backdrop of urgency to Cabinet decision-

making that could not be ignored.  

128 The Control was at an 

end. Arábi’s claims of respecting Egypt’s international obligations were farcical.129 

On April 15, it was reported that ‘war is openly declared against all Europeans in 

official functions.’130 The complete marginalisation of the Khedive and Control on 

May 11 was met by reports that Egypt ‘is in a state of revolution’.131

There is little mention of public or party opinion in the archival record of elite 

discourse during the interpretation phase of this case study. Considerations of public 

opinion appeared to enter more explicitly into elite decision-making in the response 

formulation phase discussed in section 4.5.3 below, as the daily press coverage began 

to fixate on the threat British lives, property and prestige. In the interpretation phase 

considered in this section, it may be inferred from the available evidence and 

secondary sources that perceptions of domestic risk sensitivity served to reinforce the 

elite interpretation of state failure at the intersection of imperial strategy and 

transnational disorder. 

  

4.5 Response formulation 

The analysis thus far has demonstrated that the British Cabinet’s interpretation of state 

failure in Egypt can be located at the intersection of nineteenth-century multipolarity 

and transnational disorder in a sensitive strategic location. By May 11, 1882, the 

Egyptian national movement had effectively captured the state. This unequivocally 

breached the pattern of order in the international society by removing the government 

recognised as legitimate in international law, and risking the repudiation of Egypt’s 

international obligations. This state of affairs encouraged the interference of the other 

Powers against British strategic interests in Egypt, thereby raising the risk of major 

conflict. These developments were shown to engage with perceptions of domestic risk 

                                                 
127 Ibid., Mar. 13, 1882, 1. 
128 Ibid. 
129 The Daily News, Apr. 26, 1882, 5. 
130 The Pall Mall Gazette, Apr. 15, 1882, 7. 
131 Ibid., May 11, 1882, 6. 
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sensitivity represented by the daily press coverage of the Egyptian crisis. The public 

required both imperial prestige and the avoidance of Great Power conflict. These 

became the key themes during the response formulation phase analysed below. 

The evidence examined also supports the proposition that the threshold for 

state failure in a multipolar system with a pluralist pattern of order is high relative to 

the unipolar system and solidarist order considered in chapter 6. It also supports the 

argument that interpretations of state failure are made in large part by reference to 

factors other than the empirical conditions within weak states. The Cabinet only 

decided the state had unequivocally “failed” some months after this decision had been 

reached by British in-country representatives. This delay is attributable to prudential 

concerns in the multipolar system. British concerns in the interpretation phase 

revolved almost exclusively around the external issues of Egypt’s international 

financial obligations, which had not even been breached at that point, the maintenance 

of the legitimate government, and the potential for Islamic unrest to spread to India. 

There was little, if any consideration in London of the complex, underlying social 

dynamics of state weakness in Egypt. 

The theoretical framework holds that the process by which elite decision-

makers formulate an interventionist response to state failure is also a product of the 

distribution of capabilities, pattern of international order and domestic risk sensitivity. 

The mode in this case of a unilateral and temporary British intervention, limited in 

scope was formulated in the period between the establishment of the nationalist 

dictatorship on May 11, 1882 and when the orders to the commander of Anglo-Indian 

expeditionary forces were issued on August 4. The unilateral conduct of the 

intervention is a function of the distribution of capabilities and domestic risk 

sensitivity. The temporary duration is a function of the distribution of capabilities. 

The limited scope is a function of the pattern of order.  

The official motives for the intervention were to secure British lives and 

prosperity, but most importantly, the restoration of imperial prestige in Egypt and the 

“East”. These motives were primarily functions of domestic risk sensitivity, but also, 

in the case of prestige, of the distribution of capabilities. The governance objectives of 

restoring legitimate Khedival authority, ensuring Egypt’s international obligations, 

and the prudent development of its political institutions, were strictly a function of the 

pattern of international order.  
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4.5.1 Distribution of capabilities 

This section argues that during the response formulation phase, Cabinet decision-

makers were confronted with three conflicting imperatives in the multipolar system 

that profoundly constrained the mode and timing of the proposed intervention. The 

first was the abovementioned prudential concern that the Egyptian Question be placed 

under the jurisdiction of a European Concert. The second was of maintaining as far as 

possible the informal liberal alliance with France. The third was that, as the crisis 

escalated, the perception of damage to British prestige, vis-à-vis the Continental 

Powers, but especially in India, became of paramount concern.  

 The first act of the response formulation phase was the despatch, at the 

instigation of Paris, of British and French warships to Alexandria on May 15, 1882. 

The other Powers were informed that this was ‘to strengthen the authority of the 

Khedive, and to safeguard the legal state of things in Egypt which has been 

recognized by Europe’. To placate the French, Granville also advised that the Turkish 

Sultan should for the present ‘abstain from all intervention and all interference in 

Egypt’.132 Northbrook was suspicious of the proposal for a naval demonstration. It 

would further weaken the position of the Khedive and without an effective landing 

force would only endanger Europeans. Northbrook thought the French were trying to 

provoke disorder with ‘this futile naval demonstration’ to precipitate Anglo-French 

intervention over that of Turkey.133 The outlook from St. Petersburg and Vienna was 

not favourable. Germany was assuming ‘an attitude of extreme reserve’.134 The Italian 

press was accusing its government of bringing ‘Italy to the “lowest depths of 

humiliation” by her present exclusion’ from the joint action of the Western Powers.135

The situation in Egypt deteriorated further with the presence of the ships. The 

tempo of local military preparations increased and anti-European sentiment only 

intensified.

 

136 In response, the British and French Consul-Generals delivered an 

ultimatum to the nationalist Ministry demanding its resignation and the exile of Arábi 

and other rebel military leaders.137

                                                 
132 Granville to Her Majesty’s Representatives at Berlin, Vienna, Rome, and St. Petersburg, Tel., May 
15, 1882, FO 407/20/230. 

 The ultimatum passed unheeded. In the following 

133 Northbrook to Granville, private, May 13, 1882, PRO 30/29/138. 
134 Ampthill to Granville, Tel., May 19, 1882, F.O. 407/20/338. 
135 Sir A. Paget (Ambassador at Rome) to Granville, May 19, 1882, FO 407/20/479. 
136 Malet to Granville, Tel., May 23, 1882, FO 407/20/505 
137 Ibid., May 25, 1882, FO 407/20/537; see also The Times, May 26, 1882, 5; and Hansard’s 
Parliamentary Debates, vol. 269, Commons, May 26, 1882, col. 1703. 
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days the British Cabinet decided that Turkey be invited to intervene under strict 

Anglo-French supervision.138 Northbrook articulated the growing concerns for British 

prestige in complaining that French intransigence about Turkish intervention was 

bringing ‘risk and discredit’ on the British government.139 The Cabinet’s preference 

for a Turkish intervention was also complicated, however, by Germany’s objection to 

any exclusive Anglo-French supervision.140

An acceptance by Cabinet that a break with France over Turkish intervention 

might not be avoided was evident by the end of May 1882. The archival evidence 

clearly indicates that British military contingencies were also being considered in 

secrecy by this time. For example, Granville wrote to War Secretary, Hugh Childers, 

on May 29 that ‘things do not look pleasant at Paris or Cairo - I trust that we shall not 

have to break with the French, but there is a possibility of it. I believe I rightly 

understood that you had privately considered at the War Office, all contingencies’.

  

141 

Actual military preparations in Britain for an expeditionary force were initiated on 

June 16. Preparations for troops from India appear to have been made a few days prior 

to this.142

It was certain that the preference of the Conference would be to sanction the 

intervention of Turkey as the legitimate suzerain. Serious rioting in Alexandria on 

June 11, 1882, in which fifty Europeans were reportedly killed under the guns of the 

squadrons, including a British naval engineer, heightened the Anglo-French 

imperative for the Conference to meet.

 This suggests that at least among some British Cabinet members a Turkish 

intervention was considered an unlikely prospect prior to the first sitting of the 

European Conference on June 17.  

143 Dilke later argued ‘“that it was impossible 

for us not to take active steps in intervention after this … If the French would not go 

with us in restoring order or allow the Turks to do so, I felt that we must do it for 

ourselves”’.144

                                                 
138 See Gladstone to Granville, private, May 24, 1882, PRO. 30/29/25; and Granville to Lyons, Tel., 
May 24, 1882, FO 407/20/514.   

 After the Alexandria “massacre”, considerations of imperial prestige 

acquired an urgency that increased in parallel with the delay and ineffectiveness of the 

139 Northbrook to Granville, private, May 25, 1882, PRO 30/29/138. 
140 The Morning Post, May 27, 1882, 5. 
141 Granville to Mr. H. Childers (private), 29 May 1882, PRO 30/29/118.  
142 See exchange of letters between Childers and the Duke of Cambridge, Commander-in-Chief British 
Army, recorded in Spencer Childers, The Life and Correspondence of the Right Hon. Hugh C.E. 
Childers 1827-1896, vol. 2 (London: John Murray, 1901), 88-89; and Northbrook to Granville 
(private), June 13, 1882, PRO 30/29/138. 
143 Vice-Consul Calvert (Alexandria) to Granville, Tel., June 11, 1882, FO 407/20/885. 
144 Dilke quoted in Gwynn and Tuckwell, The Life of the Rt. Hon. Sir Charles W. Dilke, vol. 1, 460. 
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Conference. Hartington complained to Granville on June 14 that ‘the state of things is 

getting worse and more discreditable to us’.145 Germany refused British terms for a 

supervised Turkish intervention on June 16. The French, for their part, would not 

agree to any form of Ottoman involvement.146

On the same day, telegrams from Cairo and Constantinople reported that, 

under pressure from the German and Austrian Consuls, and with the probable 

collusion of the Turkish Sultan, the Khedive was treating with the Arábi dictatorship 

by forming an agreeable Ministry.

  

147 This disregarded the Anglo-French ultimatum of 

May 25 and gained impunity for the Alexandria massacre of June 11, both an insult to 

British prestige. To make matters worse, Dufferin reported on June 17 that the 

Conference had met for the first time, but that not one of the representatives had 

instructions from their governments.148

Hartington wrote to Granville the following day that ‘nothing will compel any 

of them to act except the knowledge that the English and French Governments are 

prepared and intend to act in defence of their own honours & interests, with their 

leave of without it’. It might have been possible for the other Powers to compromise 

with Arábi; ‘it is not possible for us’.

  

149 Granville increased the diplomatic pressure, 

telling the German ambassador that if the Sultan was unwilling to intervene other 

arrangements would have to be made. Ampthill was to advise Bismarck that Britain 

could not acquiesce to ‘any arrangements in Egypt, especially after the late massacre 

at Alexandria, which would destroy, not only the influence and credit of this country, 

but also of Europe, in the East’.150

From around June 17, 1882, it would seem that the British Cabinet could have 

held little expectation that the Conference would produce any effective outcome that 

did not involve some form of British intervention. The continuing British pressure 

from here on for Turkish intervention appears to have been disingenuous, serving the 

prudential function of being seen to consult, while in the background military 

preparations were carried on. Dufferin was issued new instructions to take to the 

Conference on June 21. The new Ministry in Egypt could not be accepted. The 

  

                                                 
145 Hartington to Granville, private, June 14, 1882, PRO 30/29/132. 
146 Ampthill to Granville, Tel., June 16, 1882, FO 407/20/1096; and 1212. 
147 See Dufferin to Granville, Tel., June 16, 1882, FO 407/20/1115; Malet to Granville, Tel., June 16, 
1882, FO 407/20/1121. 
148 Dufferin to Granville, Tel., June 17, 1882, FO 407/20/1171. 
149 Hartington to Granville, private, June 18, 1882, PRO 30/29/132. 
150 Granville to Ampthill, Tel., June 17, 1882, FO 407/20/1181; and 1182. 
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Powers were to be asked ‘to provide or sanction a military intervention, other than 

Turkish, under their authority’.151 Dufferin thought that France, Italy and possibly 

Russia, would not acquiesce in any settlement that included Arábi, in opposition to 

Germany and Austria. The French ‘appeared to prefer any amount of delay’ to ensure 

that Turkish intervention was averted, while the Italians felt the deliberations of the 

Conference would last many months.152

Granville informed the German ambassador on June 27 that Britain was now 

prepared to take any necessary steps with regard to Egypt.

 

153 The Italians were 

similarly told that preparations were ‘ready for every contingency’. Britain ‘had an 

account to settle with Egyptians for the massacres and losses inflicted on the Queen’s 

officers and subjects’.154 On June 28, The Times reported that Britain was the only 

Power not treating the Arábi regime as an accomplished fact.155 That the French were 

also about to make terms with Arábi was revealed to the British Ambassador at Paris, 

Lord Lyons, on June 30. In reply to the French Prime Minister, Lyons confirmed the 

British position that the ‘question of national honour, and of the safety of European 

residents in Egypt and other Mussulman countries’ was now an immediately pressing 

matter. The Arábi regime must be removed.156 After this, the French belatedly 

acquiesced in principle to Turkish intervention at the next meeting of the Conference 

on July 3.157

By this time it was too late. Turkish intervention had been ruled out in 

London. Colonial Secretary Lord Kimberley said that while the government was 

‘“acting wisely in inviting the advice and concert of the European Powers’”, it was 

‘“resolved to defend the interests and honour of the nation ‘come what may”’.

  

158

… there is more than this. We govern India by means of our prestige, some 
60,000 British troops, and by the people’s implicit belief in the resolution, 
determination, and strength of the British Empire. Without these qualities, and 
a confidence in them, it is not 60,000 men we should need to hold India, but an 

 

Former British Controller-General and then Suez Canal director, Sir Rivers Wilson, 

argued that, while Britain’s interest in Egypt was primarily as the highway to India, 

                                                 
151 Granville to Dufferin, Tel., June 21, 1882, F.O. 407/20/ 1339.  
152 Dufferin to Granville, Tel., June 25, 1882, F.O. 407/20/1460 and 1461. 
153 Granville to Ampthill, June 27, 1882, FO 407/20/1504. 
154 Paget to Granville, Tel., June 27, 1882, FO 407/20/1508. 
155 The Times, June 28, 1882, 7. 
156 Lyons to Granville, June 30, 1882, FO 407/21/1. 
157 Dufferin to Granville, Tel., July 3, 1882, FO 407/21/59. 
158 Quoted by the Standard in The Pall Mall Gazette, July 3, 1882, 11. 
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incalculably larger number; therefore, destroy that prestige and our difficulties 
in retaining India would enormously increase.159

 
 

These statements clearly indicate that British intervention was now felt necessary to 

restore imperial prestige. French founder and Chairman of the Suez Canal Company, 

Ferdinand de Lesseps, accurately claimed that the main motive of British military 

preparations was not to defend the Canal, which was not under any genuine threat, but 

to enforce the ultimatum of May 25. All that was required to secure the Canal was to 

come to an agreement with Arábi.160 Gladstone agreed that the Canal would not come 

under any serious threat unless Arábi was provoked by an intervention. Gladstone 

clearly indicated, however, that the British government could not treat with Arábi. At 

this stage in early July, the Prime Minister still required the agreement of the Powers 

on any proposed British intervention beyond the Suez Canal into Egypt proper.161

On July 11, 1882 the British naval squadron at Alexandria bombarded the 

Egyptian military positions being fortified around the harbour. Gladstone defended 

the action primarily on the grounds of prestige. The Prime Minister argued that the 

effect that the unavenged Alexandria massacre ‘would have had upon the security, not 

only of all Englishmen and all British subjects, but of all European people throughout 

the whole East’, was inestimable.

  

162 The evidence suggests that Gladstone acquiesced 

to a British military intervention between the bombardment of July 11 and July 20, 

1882. In a despatch ostensibly to Dufferin dated July 11 but released publicly on July 

20 as a Parliamentary Paper, Granville stated the official Cabinet position that only 

force could now put an end to the intolerable state of affairs in Egypt. The restoration 

of prestige in Egypt was prerequisite for the protection of British interests throughout 

the world.163

Impressions from British ambassadors were that Germany and Austria would 

not oppose British intervention, but neither could they allow the Conference to 

sanction it.

  

164
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 Russia stood aloof, but the St. Petersburg press evinced a ‘jealous 

160 The Pall Mall Gazette, July 4, 1882, 11; D.A. Farnie, East and West of Suez: The Suez Canal in 
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162 Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, vol. 272, Commons, July 12, 1882, cols. 177, 190-91. 
163 See ‘Copy of a Despatch from Earl Granville to the Earl of Dufferin respecting the Affairs of 
Egypt’, July 11, 1882, Parliamentary Papers, Egypt, no. 10 (1882). 
164 See Ampthill to Granville, Tel., July 15, 1882, FO 407/21/563; Granville to Sir J. Walsham (Berlin), 
July 18, 1882, FO 407/21/654; Dufferin to Granville, Tel., July 20, 1882, FO 407/21/46; Lyons to 
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feeling’ with regard to a unilateral ‘English intervention’. The Suez Canal may have 

been Britain’s route to India. It was also ‘Russia’s route to China, Japan, and the 

Russian ports in the Pacific’.165 The way to a unilateral intervention was only finally 

cleared on August 2 when the Russian government declined any active opposition.166

The case for the British governance intervention was made before both Houses 

of Parliament over a number of sittings from July 24-27, 1882. In the Lords, Granville 

confirmed that in Egypt’s present anarchical state, ‘force must be applied. The 

question is how that force should be applied, and by whom’. A supervised Turkish 

intervention was preferable, ‘but there are things which do not admit of indefinite 

delay’. Granville said that no final response had been received from France, but it 

seemed clear that Paris would not cooperate. Neither would the other Powers give a 

formal mandate, but according to Granville’s disingenuous assessment, the Cabinet 

had their good will and moral support. Granville also made two crucial points. The 

first was that of prudence with respect to the other Powers in multipolar context. The 

second clearly indicated the British responsibility to manage the transnational risk 

from Egypt. Granville was ‘not at all sure’ that  

 

… confidence would have been felt either by France or by the other powers if, 
three or four months ago, by a precipitate course, we had taken sole action 
upon ourselves. At this moment, however, Europe is entirely prepared for such 
a contingency … but not the less does it leave upon us an immense burden and 
a great responsibility … I also believe that your Lordships, and the House of 
Commons, and the country at large, do not wish that we should shrink from 
the fulfilment of the obligation.167

 
 

In the Commons, both Dilke and Joseph Chamberlain asserted that the primary 

motive for restoring order in Egypt was the maintenance of British prestige in the 

East. Dilke argued again that it was impossible to ‘acquiesce in any arrangement in 

Egypt, especially after the massacre at Alexandria on the 11th of June, which would 

destroy, not only the influence and credit of this country, but of all Europe in the 

East’.168

                                                                                                                                            
Granville, Tel., July 21, 1882, FO 407/21/775; and Granville to Walsham, July 21, 1882, FO 
407/21/793. 

 Chamberlain said that he could not ‘conceive anything more dangerous to the 

165 The Daily News, July 12, 1882, 5; see also July 20, 1882, 5. 
166 Sir E. Thornton (Ambassador at St. Petersburg) to Granville, Aug. 2, 1882, F.O. 407/22/180. 
167 Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, vol. 272, Lords, July 24, 1882, cols. 1493-1494. 
168 Ibid., Commons, July 25, 1882, col. 1721. 
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security of our people and to the security of our Possessions that an idea should get 

abroad that we could be set at defiance with impunity’.169

On the final night of the debate, both Childers and Gladstone demonstrated the 

severe constraints that multipolar competition had exerted on Cabinet decision-

making. Childers made the point that ‘if we had adopted a different course we should 

have had serious difficulties with France … In all probability we should have run the 

risk of a serious war …’

  

170 In his final remarks, Gladstone concluded that the result of 

an early break with France would have ‘been a sharp conflict in Egypt … and, as I 

believe, a general European war’.171

This section has shown that during the response formulation phase, the 

exigencies of multipolarity produced a unilateral intervention due to the conflicting 

interests of the Powers. Domestic risk sensitivity also contributed to the decision for a 

unilateral intervention as discussed below. As noted earlier, as part of the Eastern 

Question and subject to the European balance of power, there could be no 

consideration of annexing Egypt or formally declaring it a protectorate. The intended 

temporary duration of the intervention is therefore also a function of multipolarity. 

The motive of restoring imperial prestige by suppressing Arábi’s rebellion was a 

product of both the distribution of capabilities and domestic risk sensitivity.  

  

4.5.2 Pattern of order in international society 

This section demonstrates that as the external pressure on Egypt intensified in the 

response formulation phase, the transnational disorder transformed from that of a 

financial character to one of threat to the lives and property of Europeans, not only in 

Egypt, but in the East more generally. This constituted the most fundamental breach 

of the standard of civilisation. The section also shows how the governance objectives 

for the intervention were consistent with the pattern of international order and the 

values of the intervening power. 

Against the intimidating backdrop of the Anglo-French fleet, Arábi’s Ministry 

was dismissed by the Khedive at the urging of the British and French Consuls on May 

25, 1882.172

                                                 
169 Ibid., 1801. 

 The Ministry countered with the assertion that the European Powers had 

170 Ibid., July 27, 1882, col. 2010. 
171 Ibid., cols. 2097, 2100. 
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no right to interfere in Egypt’s internal affairs.173 Army and police officers in 

Alexandria refused to guarantee order unless the Ministry was officially reinstated by 

the Khedive. This duly occurred on May 28 after intense pressure from Christian and 

Jewish leaders fearing communal violence in the event of a refusal.174

Admiral Seymour, commander of the British fleet, advised London on May 

29, 1882 that Arábi’s military party now controlled Alexandria. There was much 

panic among European expatriates at Cairo and Alexandria, and British subjects were 

demanding evacuation.

  

175 Reports from the interior were claiming that “fanatical anti-

Christian” sentiment was being mobilised. Europeans and Egyptian Christians were 

fleeing in great numbers.176 There was no longer any pretence of a responsible, 

constitutional government. It was a military dictatorship of the worst kind.177

The Anglo-French Controllers were obliged to suspend the monthly instalment 

of Egypt’s international debt repayment for the first time on June 8.

 

178 News of 

serious rioting at Alexandria reached London three days later. Vice-Consul Calvert 

telegraphed that there were many wounded, including the British Consul. A British 

naval engineer was murdered as Egyptian police looked on. European property had 

been plundered by the mob.179 The following day Calvert confirmed that ‘about fifty 

Europeans were killed and only three Arabs … Nearly all the Europeans killed or 

wounded have been clubbed … Vessels in port are crowded with European 

fugitives’.180 The Times correspondent at Alexandria reported that an ‘exodus of all 

the Christians, Syrians, Jews, and Europeans has set in with increasing volume’.181 

Arábi reportedly declared a Holy War on June 14. According to The Daily News 

correspondent, large fanatical gatherings were being held at the tombs of the “saints”. 

The Arabic press was urging the ‘extermination of the Europeans’.182

 In the Parliamentary debate on the intervention on July 24, 1882, Gladstone 

defended the Cabinet’s policy on the grounds of international order and the liberal 

foreign policy principles outlined above. He described the situation in Egypt ‘as one 

  

                                                 
173 The Standard, May 29, 1882, 5. 
174 See report in ibid., May 30, 1882, 5 
175 Admiral Sir B. Seymour to the Secretary of the Admiralty, Tel., May 29, 1882, FO 407/20/621. 
176 Malet to Granville, Tel., May 28, 1882, FO 407/20/623. 
177 The Pall Mall Gazette, May 30, 1882, 1. 
178 Malet to Granville, Tel., June 8, 1882, F.O. 407/20/844. 
179 Calvert (Vice Consul at Alexandria) to Granville, Tel., June 11, 1882, FO 407/20/884; and 885. 
180 Ibid., Tel., June 12, 1882, FO 407/20/903. 
181 The Times, June 13, 1882, 7. 
182 The Daily News, June 14, 1882, 5. 



 

 86 

of lawless military violence … aggravated by cruel and wanton crime’. Such violence 

and disorder was incompatible with the growth of freedom.183 The Prime Minister 

indicated that the situation in Egypt was now within the grounds of permissible 

intervention under international law. Gladstone said that ‘the Egyptian Question, 

under its present conditions, lies entirely outside the general question of non-

intervention’. Britain was bound by contractual international engagements, which had 

been ‘imperatively regulative’ of the government’s conduct’. The government had 

first sought the intervention of Turkey as legal suzerain. Failing this, the government 

had appealed to the authority of Europe, of which ‘there is nothing more important for 

the future of civilization’.184

Consistent with the diagnosis of the governance problems in Egypt and the 

British variant of the European standard, the objectives for the intervention would be 

limited to settling Egyptian affairs based on the maintenance of existing international 

obligations, restoring the legitimate authority of the Khedival state by suppressing the 

rebellion, and ‘within the limits of reason, to favour popular liberty’.

  

185 Dilke 

similarly elaborated that the limited governance objectives would be ‘the due 

observance of international engagements’ without interfering beyond what was 

strictly necessary ‘in the internal administration of the country’.186

This section has shown that as greater external pressure was applied to Egypt, 

what had essentially been a governmental crisis was transformed into wider and 

violent anti-European and anti-Christian unrest. It has since been argued by a number 

of historians that British representatives and press correspondents in Egypt grossly 

exaggerated this to encourage an intervention.

  

187
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 Nonetheless, the impression created 

in London and across Europe was of an acute threat to European lives and property, 

which was the most fundamental breach of the pattern of international order. This was 
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4.5.3 Domestic risk sensitivity 

This section demonstrates that between May 11, 1882, and the despatch of Anglo-

Indian forces in early August, the Cabinet had to formulate a mode of intervention to 

manage the risk to British lives, interests and imperial prestige while also averting the 

risk of a Great Power war. The sensitivity of domestic public opinion to these risks, 

evinced in the clamour of the press and parliament, definitively ruled out Cabinet 

inaction as the crisis mounted. The more muted risk of Great Power war, ever present 

in the multipolar system, also precluded any precipitous action.  

As the failure of the Conference and the collapse of resolve in France became 

more and more apparent, the drumbeat in the British press demanding unilateral 

action reached a crescendo that no democratic government could fail to heed. The 

Daily Telegraph, a liberal paper in the late-nineteenth century, captured this sentiment 

succinctly, in pointing out that holding an expansive Empire that had been  

… won in the past by force through the exercise to-day of patience, meekness, 
longanimity, and every saintly virtue, is the most extraordinary delusion that 
ever intruded into the politics of any land. It cannot hold sway in England for 
even half a year; no Ministry can retain power and practically apply it.188

 
 

The build-up of excitement and outrage in the popular press signalled by the 

ultimatum to Arábi’s Ministry on May 25, 1882, and its immediate rejection, was 

deflated by the announcement on June 1 of the Conference.189 By this time, even 

liberal opinion had turned toward unilateral intervention. Two immediate objections 

to the Conference were raised: the delay it would entail ‘in circumstances where delay 

may be fatal; and secondly, the opportunity which it affords of reopening the whole of 

the Egyptian question’.190 The Conservative Opposition pressed these points harder. 

Salisbury argued that no European Concert could diminish the burden of British 

obligations in Egypt. The crisis did not brook delay.191

The submission of the Egyptian problem to Europe also immediately raised 

questions in the press as to the damage to British prestige, especially in the eyes of 

Germany. It was argued that any international settlement would remove forever 

‘England’s preponderating influence on the banks of the Nile’. The Daily Telegraph 
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further complained that ‘everyday the tone of the two German Powers is getting 

firmer and more peremptory’. At risk was Britain’s ‘future rank amongst the nations 

of the world’.192 Meanwhile, the tabloid press focused on the risk to the lives and 

dignity of British subjects in Egypt, which, according to The Evening News, ‘were not 

worth a days purchase’.193 The News of the World reported that in the villages, British 

‘lives are openly threatened by the natives, excited by the success of Arabi Pasha’. 

The defiance of Egyptian leaders in continuing their fortifications at Alexandria was 

‘accompanied with verbal insolence … scarcely possible to believe’.194

After the Alexandria massacre of June 11, these two interrelated themes began 

to merge, not only in the press, but also in Cabinet. If British lives, interests and 

prosperity could be attacked with impunity in Egypt, this placed them at great risk 

throughout the East more generally.

 

195 The Conference, yet to sit because of Turkish 

intransigence, was regarded in the press as futile, as were the prospects of any 

decisive French action.196 Dilke’s assessment was that ‘“there is an overwhelming 

public opinion here for very strong measures”’.197 According to both Dilke and 

Hartington, the majority of the Liberal Party was now demanding some form of 

British armed intervention.198

In parliament, the Opposition argued that the humiliation of being ‘compelled 

to beg Arabi to protect European life and property, especially after the presentation of 

the Ultimatum demanding his exile’ was intolerable.

  

199 The Opposition continued to 

hammer the point over the succeeding days that Britain ‘had lost the prestige and 

power which it formerly possessed’ in the East because of the government’s inability 

to enforce the ill-judged ultimatum it had made to Arábi.200

While secret preparations had been taking place at the War Office and 

Admiralty since the end of May, reports in the press on June 24 from sources “close to 

government”, that a ‘large force’ was being put in readiness ‘for immediate 

deployment in Egypt’, suggests that pressure from public opinion was starting to 
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bite.201

Threats to the Suez Canal, and the transnational risk of a pan-Islamic uprising 

in India became dominant themes in the press as the Conference was increasingly 

portrayed as antithetical to British interests and prestige.

 That serious military preparation was taking place concurrently with the 

Conference, which was almost universally seen to be ineffectual, supports the 

proposition made earlier that the Cabinet’s intent in pursuing it by this time was 

prudential. The delay inherent in the Conference, and the perception of vacillation that 

it projected onto the government, had to be balanced against managing the overriding 

risk of Great Power conflict.  

202 The naval bombardment 

of early July 1882 was not portrayed in the press as self-defence, which was the 

implausible official motive,203 but rather as retribution for the massacres of June 11, 

and a vindication of British prestige. According to The Daily Telegraph, it would be 

‘“with an outburst of angry satisfaction that Englishmen would hear at last the voice 

of the Queen’s cannon opening on the Alexandrian murderers”’.204 Even The Times 

expressed the desire that the impending bombardment would ‘prove the day of 

retribution’.205 The reporting of the bombardment emphasised that ‘the prestige of 

England in Germany, which had been gradually sinking …will have risen again to 

zenith height’.206 According to the excerpts published in the British press, the German 

and Austrian papers were, indeed impressed that Britain would ‘“not allow Europeans 

to be massacred by ruthless barbarians, and the trade and commerce of civilized 

countries to be interrupted”’.207

The tempo and intensity of the press coverage of the atrocities after the 

bombardment served to reinforce Cabinet decision-making toward unilateral 

intervention at the same time as the internal contradictions of the Conference played 

themselves out to a standstill. The content of headlines and lead stories revolved 

around the “horrible atrocities” and “brutal massacres” inflicted on Europeans and 

other Christians in Alexandria.

  

208
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Arabs” had killed ‘all the Christians they could find’.209 The scene at Alexandria was 

a “ghastly catastrophe”, with the ancient city in flame and ruins, “pillaged by 

Egyptian soldiers and Arab mobs”.210 Fanatical mobs had forced their way into nearly 

every European home, plundering and murdering at will.211

On July 19 an editorial in the conservative Morning Post, vented its extreme 

frustration at the Gladstone Cabinet’s anxiety to placate Europe rather than defend 

British interests in Egypt.

  

212 The press coverage reached a crescendo in the days 

leading up to and during the Vote of Credit from July 24, which gained Parliamentary 

approval for the intervention, after which the focus of the press turned to the military 

campaign itself. On July 21 The Evening News reported that more Europeans had 

been murdered, with ‘further massacres imminent’.213 Both The News of the World 

and Daily News carried stories in the following days that massacres of Christians had 

allegedly spread from Alexandria to Cairo and Port Said.214

This section has demonstrated that while Cabinet was compelled to respond to 

the acutely felt domestic risk sensitivity to British lives, prosperity and prestige in 

Egypt, those at the apex of decision were further constrained to manage the overriding 

risk in the multipolar system of Great Power war. Gladstone made the explicit point, 

for example, that under no circumstances could the local difficulty in Egypt ‘be 

allowed to grow into a European struggle and probably, into a European war’.

  

215
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has also been shown that via intensive press reporting and political pressure from the 

Opposition, domestic risk sensitivity contributed strongly to the unilateral mode of 

intervention. The motives of protecting British lives, property and imperial prestige by 
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4.6 Motives 

A survey of statements by decision-makers during the response formulation phase 

between May 11 and August 4, 1882 reveals a number of motives and objectives for 

British policy in Egypt. Motives linked to the distribution of capabilities and domestic 

risk sensitivity only became evident as a British unilateral intervention became more 

likely from early June 1882. In the wake of the Alexandria massacre, the 

interdependent restoration of British prestige and protection of the lives and property 

of Europeans became prominent motives, with the protection of lives waning in 

significance as the evacuation from Alexandria progressed. The protection of property 

was linked to redress for the Alexandra riots and conceptually came under the rubric 

of prestige. The protection of the Suez Canal and the restoration of British prestige 

surfaced as stated motives at a similar time. The prestige motive was alternatively 

stated as the restoration of British “influence” or “credit”. Linked to the protection of 

the Suez Canal was the protection of British international trade interests, though this 

was only a very minor theme in the documentary record.  

With the intervention imminent, the immediate security motive was simply to 

put down Arábi, alternatively stated as “suppress military revolt”, “put down military 

tyranny”, and “suppress” or “overthrow rebel faction”. The primary motive for the 

British intervention, or the reason for action in a Weberian sense, was the restoration 

of imperial prestige by putting down the nationalist revolt in Egypt. The protection of 

British lives and property was derivative of the prestige motive. As noted also by D.A. 

Farnie, the Suez Canal rates very few mentions in the archival sources in the months 

leading up to the intervention.216

The earliest and most enduringly stated governance objective, linked to the 

pattern of international order, was the maintenance or restoration of the authority of 

the Khedive. This also explicitly included the maintenance of the rights of the Turkish 

Sultan as suzerain and the liberties of the Egyptian “people” as secured by the existing 

concessions from Constantinople. This objective was sometimes also denoted by the 

shorthand phrase, maintenance of the status quo. 

 Securing the Canal was only a secondary and 

supporting motive for the intervention.  

 The next most commonly stated objective during the response formulation 

phase, interdependent with the maintenance of the status quo, and also deriving from 
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the pattern of order, was that of upholding Egypt’s international obligations. This was 

sometimes stated as the safeguarding of the legal state of things in Egypt recognised 

by Europe, or upholding Europe’s collective interests. Another governance outcome 

connected with international order, but somewhat contradictory to the maintenance of 

the status quo, was that of the prudent development of Egyptian institutions. It was, 

however, in line with British liberal principles suggesting that it may have been 

addressed to the government’s restive backbench. This objective was sometimes 

alternatively stated as the “safe improvement of the administration of the country”, or 

the “judicious development of the liberties of the Egyptian people”. The Cabinet’s 

objectives for the governance intervention were clearly limited in scope and consistent 

with international order and British national values.   

4.7 Mode of intervention 

It has been demonstrated that during the response formulation phase, the distribution 

of capabilities, pattern of international order, and domestic risk sensitivity conditioned 

the mode of intervention to be undertaken to reverse Egypt’s state failure: a unilateral 

and temporary British intervention, limited in scope to the objectives of restoring 

Khedival authority, the maintenance of sound fiscal governance to ensure that Egypt’s 

international financial obligations would be met, and the prudent development of self-

governing institutions.  

This section argues that post-intervention British policy in Egypt contained a 

fundamental inconsistency. While the limited objectives of the intervention were a 

function of the pattern of order, as represented by the British variant of the European 

standard of civilisation, the temporary duration of the intervention was linked to the 

distribution of capabilities. As part of the Eastern Question it was necessary that the 

British Cabinet eschew any perception of an indefinite or permanent position in 

Egypt, much less annexation or a formal protectorate.217 France remained opposed to 

the Egyptian occupation until 1904, while Russia opposed British policy in all spheres 

of mutual interest. The consent of all Powers was also needed to modify Egypt’s 

international financial arrangements.218

This internal contradiction in the British position gave rise to an insoluble 

political situation in Egypt. The informal and undefined status of the intervention 
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allowed the continued interference of the Powers in areas of international jurisdiction 

and was accompanied by constant affirmations of withdrawal by British Liberal 

Ministers. The uncertainty over the status and duration of the intervention proved 

‘fatal to security and enterprise’, according to Colvin, therefore serving to undermine 

the achievement of the governance objectives.219 One of Granville’s final despatches 

as Foreign Secretary in June 1885 explained how the multipolar system had thwarted 

the temporary duration of the intervention. Granville noted that both France and 

Britain desired the same thing: an early British withdrawal from Egypt, but that every 

obstacle put in the way by the Powers, which sought to erode Britain’s strategic 

position in Egypt, could only serve to extend the longevity of the intervention.220

The first objective of the intervention was achieved swiftly and effectively, 

fulfilling the government’s prestige requirements. Arábi’s forces were decisively 

defeated on September 13, 1882 and the country was quickly pacified. The Khedival 

autocracy was reinstated at Cairo on September 25, with British officials appointed in 

a “consultative” function as Ministerial advisors and provincial “inspectors”. Because 

of the limited objectives and temporary duration of the intervention, decisive British 

control was exercised only in the War, Public Works and Finance Ministries. Other 

branches of administration, such as the Interior, Justice, Health and Education 

Ministries were subject to sporadic and varying levels of guidance by British officials 

until 1887, but remained largely staffed and directed by Egyptians in anticipation of 

an early British withdrawal.

 

221

Three phases can be identified in the post-intervention period prior to the 

abandonment of any serious commitment to withdraw under Salisbury in 1887. The 

first phase encompassed the immediate aftermath of the intervention and included 

Dufferin’s mission to establish the detailed reform program for the targeted parts of 

Egyptian administration. The second phase, which marked a two-year period of crisis, 

began with the arrival of Sir Evelyn Baring as new Agent and Consul-General in 

September 1883. Baring’s arrival coincided with the collapse of the Anglo-Egyptian 

position in the Sudan soon followed by the failure of the 1884 London Conference on 

Egyptian finances. An international settlement and guaranteed loan of March 1885, 

which successfully modified the 1880 Law of Liquidation, marked the end of the 

 

                                                 
219 Colvin, The Making of Modern Egypt, 114.   
220 Granville to Lyons, June 2, 1885, FO 407/65/301. 
221 Tignor, Modernization and British Colonial Rule in Egypt, 92, 146. 



 

 94 

second post-intervention phase. The third phase encompassed the election of a 

Conservative government in Britain in July 1885 with Salisbury as Prime Minister 

and Foreign Secretary, the stabilisation of Egypt’s financial position, and the 

Drummond-Wolff mission to conclude a final settlement with Turkey, which was 

abandoned on July 15, 1887.222

In a message to Lyons a few days after the failure of the 1887 Anglo-Turkish 

Convention, Salisbury made the famous observation that British policy would now be 

‘to sit still and drift awhile’.

 

223 The Convention had served to finally define Britain’s 

rights, responsibilities and status in Egypt. The commitment to withdraw, consistent 

since 1882, had been offered and accepted by the only state with legal standing in the 

territorial aspect of the matter. It had been withdrawn by Constantinople after threats 

by the other Powers which in themselves justified the conditions which Britain had 

reserved for itself in the Treaty.224 It became clear to subsequent British governments 

that the primary objective of the intervention, on which the other goals depended, the 

maintenance of the authority of the Khedive, could not be sustained without continued 

military occupation and administrative guidance. In a self-perpetuating cycle, the 

Khedivate only became weaker and less sustainable as Baring exerted greater control 

over Egyptian administration into the 1890s.225

4.8 Conclusion 

 Under this logic, the occupation 

solidified into a permanence lasting until the upheavals of two World Wars 

transformed the international system to the bipolar structure and postcolonial pattern 

of order examined in the case study to follow. The British presence in Egypt was 

finally forced out only in the Suez Crisis of 1956.  

This purpose of this chapter was to evaluate the theoretical framework against a case 

study of state failure and governance intervention in the multipolar international 

system of the late-nineteenth century. The findings of the primary source analysis and 

the evidence presented support the framework to a convincing degree, and contribute 

to answering the research questions posed in the introduction.  

                                                 
222 This period was interrupted by the brief tenure of a third Gladstone Liberal government from 
February to August 1886. 
223 Salisbury to Lyons, July 20, 1887, in Lady Gwendolin Cecil, Life of Robert Marquis of Salisbury, 
vol. 4 (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1932), 48. 
224 Cecil, Life of Robert Marquis of Salisbury, vol. 4, 49. 
225 Lowe, The Reluctant Imperialists, 52. 
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The analysis has found that the interpretation of state failure in Egypt was 

located at the intersection of a multipolar distribution of capabilities and transnational 

disorder in a strategic Near East location. The nationalist rebellion in Egypt breached 

the pattern of order by removing the legitimate government under international law 

and risking the repudiation of Egypt’s international obligations. The evidence 

demonstrates that this encouraged the other Powers to interfere against core British 

strategic interests. The subsequent deterioration in Egypt from financial to physical 

disorder that threatened the lives of Europeans, however much exaggerated, was 

shown to be a further and most intolerable breach of the standard of civilisation. This 

development was also perceived as profoundly damaging to British imperial prestige 

on which the Empire in India was believed to rest. Perceptions of domestic risk 

sensitivity functioned to reinforce the interpretation of state failure in Egypt at this 

intersection of geo-strategy and transnational disorder.  

The analysis also found that while British representatives on the ground 

appeared convinced that the state had “failed” by the end of January 1882; the Cabinet 

did not reach this decision until May 11, 1882, even with a further series of 

provocations in the interim. This was due primarily to prudential concerns in the 

European multipolar system, a factor external to Egypt that lends support to the 

proposition that state failure is partly constructed, and only indirectly related to the 

empirical situation within the weak state in question. While the documentary evidence 

suggests that British representatives in Egypt were reasonably well informed about 

local social and political issues, there was no attempt in London to understand the 

complex dynamics of a changing Egyptian society, or to try and genuinely address the 

root causes of the state weakness. The threshold for state failure in this case was 

found to be quite high. The transnational actor in question removed the legitimate 

government under international law in a “revolutionary” capture of the state. This met 

the permissible requirements for intervention in the heterogenous international 

society, as noted by Gladstone.   

 The response formulation phase established the mode of a unilateral, 

temporary intervention, limited in scope to three governance objectives: restoring the 

legitimate authority of the Khedive, ensuring sound fiscal governance so that Cairo’s 

international obligations would be met, and the prudent development of self-

governing institutions. The unilateral conduct of the intervention was a function of the 

distribution of capabilities and domestic risk sensitivity. The intended temporary 
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duration was also a function of polarity. The limited governance objectives were a 

function of, and consistent with, both the pattern of order in international society, the 

values of the intervening power, and the superficial diagnosis of the governance 

problems in Egypt.  

The case study has found that the primary motive for Britain in undertaking 

the unilateral intervention was the restoration of imperial prestige by suppressing 

Arábi’s rebellion. The protection of British lives and property were derivative of this 

motive, while the protection of the Suez Canal was found to be a secondary and 

supporting motive for the intervention. 

 Another important finding of the case study was that the mode of intervention 

undertaken contained a fundamental consistency that denied it success in achieving its 

preference for a temporary intervention. The limited scope of the governance 

objectives was a function of the pattern of international order, whereas the temporary 

duration of the intervention was a product of polarity. The intervention could not be 

withdrawn until a stable and solvent pro-British government was securely in place. 

However, multipolar competition resulted in continual attempts by the Powers to 

erode Britain’s position in Egypt. This involved pernicious interference in areas of 

international jurisdiction and intransigence in permitting any change to these 

arrangements. This undermined the achievement of the objectives of the intervention, 

and ensured its indefinite prolongation. As tighter British control was exerted to 

secure the intervention’s governance objectives, the Khedivate could only become 

weaker and less sustainable. Similar to the other case studies to follow, there could be 

no guarantee in the prevailing international system and pattern of order, that if the 

intervention was withdrawn, the inherently weak state would not succumb to the same 

depredations that resulted in the state failure in the first place.  
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5. ‘To preserve freedom’: US intervention in South Vietnam, 1965 

5.1 Introduction 

Chapter 5 applies the theoretical framework to a case study of state failure and 

governance intervention in the bipolar Cold War international system of the 1960s. 

The primary source analysis covers the period from January 1961 to March 1968. I 

argue that the interpretation by US decision-makers in February 1965 that South 

Vietnam was a state failure requiring direct governance intervention can be 

understood in the context of bipolarity and transnational disorder in a sensitive 

strategic location. The failure of the Republic of Vietnam (RVN) was a fundamental 

breach of Washington’s requirement for a stable, anti-communist “free world” order. 

It was also a profound strategic risk in the tense early-1960s Cold War climate. The 

domino analogy placed great emphasis on the transmission of peripheral threats to the 

North Atlantic core.1

The identity and behaviour of the National Liberation Front (NLF) in South 

Vietnam was transnational. It displayed both sub-state and transboundary elements 

across Indochina, and it directly interacted with governments. In contrast with the 

previous case study, however, where Arábi’s nationalist movement appeared to be 

largely independent of other states’ governments, the NLF was clearly sponsored by 

North Vietnam to achieve Hanoi’s foreign policy objectives. The analysis shows that 

in the face of the NLF insurgency, the deteriorating effectiveness of the Republic of 

Vietnam (RVN) from 1960 was as an acute risk to Washington’s strategic objectives 

in Southeast Asia. The point was made in chapter 3 that in a bipolar structure 

perceived as a zero-sum game, transnational disorder anywhere on the globe is of 

potential concern to leading states.

   

2 However, from Washington’s point of view in the 

1960s, state weakness in areas within operational reach of the strategic adversary, 

particularly along the Asian rim of the communist bloc, and close to home, was 

believed to carry greater transnational risk than other areas.3

                                                 
1 Jack Snyder, ‘Introduction’, in Dominoes and Bandwagons: Strategic Beliefs and Great Power 
Competition in the Eurasian Rimland, ed. Robert Jervis and Jack Snyder (New York and Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1991), 3. 

  

2 See, for example, Lyndon B. Johnson, ‘Remarks in New York City at the Dinner of the Weizmann 
Institute of Science’, Feb. 6, 1964, Public Papers, 1963-64, 272. 
3 See, John F. Kennedy, ‘Special Message to the Congress on Free World Defense and Assistance 
Programs’, Apr. 2, 1963, Public Papers, 1963, 298-99; Roger Hilsman, ‘The Challenge to Freedom in 
Asia’, Apr. 22, 1963, Department of State Bulletin, 49, no. 1254 (1963): 44; Robert S. McNamara, 
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More so than in the previous nineteenth century case study, domestic risk 

sensitivity was critical to the interpretation of state failure in South Vietnam. Mindful 

of public opinion, President Johnson was not prepared during 1964 to either “lose” 

South Vietnam or get the country into a “war” in an election year. According to most 

observers, South Vietnam had been without an organised government and on the 

verge of collapse for at least a year when in February 1965 the President was finally 

convinced that there was no possibility of establishing a viable state without direct US 

intervention. This again demonstrates the partly constructed nature of state failure.  

The threshold for state failure and permissible intervention in the postcolonial 

pattern of international order emerging after 1945 was the most stringent of the three 

case studies considered in the dissertation. The UN Charter explicitly provided for a 

heterogenous international society with foundational principles of self-determination 

and non-interference. Armed intervention was only permissible in international law in 

the event of overt external aggression. In public statements, US policymakers were 

always careful to emphasise that Saigon’s chronic weakness was a consequence of the 

NLF insurgency fostered by the external aggression of Hanoi and Beijing.  

I demonstrate that similar to the previous case study, the interventionist 

response to South Vietnam’s failure was heavily constrained in the bipolar system by 

the exigencies of strategic competition. Decision-makers in Washington had to 

balance the strategic imperatives of demonstrating the credibility of America’s global 

commitments by preventing the collapse of South Vietnam, while also avoiding a 

wider war with China as in Korea, or a general war with the Soviet Union. This was 

consistent with the perceived incentives and constraints of domestic risk sensitivity. 

Similar to Britain in the previous case study, the American public required both 

strength and peace.  

The early part of the response formulation phase centred on a limited bombing 

campaign against North Vietnam to coerce Hanoi into calling a halt to NLF activities. 

This proved ineffective in arresting the insurgency in the South or in shoring up the 

Saigon government. Continuing perceptions of imminent collapse throughout the first 

half of 1965 combined with reports of increasing NLF strength prompted the policy 

change in July to a ground combat intervention. It will be shown that Johnson was 

convinced that the intervention must be kept low-key with graduated escalations and 
                                                                                                                                            
‘The Defense of the Free World’, May 21, 1964, Dept of State Bulletin 50, no. 1302 (1964): 895; and 
‘Statement by President Johnson’, Apr. 27, 1965, Dept of State Bulletin 52, no. 1351 (1965): 748. 
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incremental troop deployments to avoid damaging public perceptions of a large war 

reminiscent of Korea.  

The analysis shows that the unilateral mode of intervention was a function of 

the distribution of capabilities and domestic risk sensitivity. The indefinite duration of 

the intervention was a function of the pattern of order and distribution of capabilities. 

The limited scope was a function of both order and risk. I argue that the primary 

motive for the intervention was to maintain US prestige or “credibility” in global Cold 

War context by protecting South Vietnam from external communist aggression. This 

would also meet the Johnson administration’s “strength” requirements in the domestic 

political sphere. The governance objectives of the intervention were to preserve a free, 

independent and stable Republic of Vietnam, consistent with the provisions of the 

Geneva Accords and the UN Charter.  

I demonstrate that this configuration of factors gave rise in this case to two 

inconsistencies in post-intervention US policy that denied it success in achieving its 

objectives. The first was that the indefinite duration of the intervention, a function of 

the pattern of order, was incompatible with the exigencies of domestic risk sensitivity: 

there could be no protracted and inconclusive ground war in Asia. The second 

contradiction was that Hanoi would not curtail the NLF insurgency in the South 

unless faced with the aerial obliteration of its industrial and population centres. The 

exigencies of Cold War competition precluded this option. A threat to Hanoi’s 

survival was considered to be one of the triggers for Chinese and possibly Soviet 

intervention. Johnson’s middle-ground policy of graduated escalation by ground and 

air was therefore never likely to achieve the intervention’s objectives, while also 

prolonging it indefinitely. Domestic dissatisfaction with Johnson’s Vietnam policy 

then increased in almost direct proportion to increases in the application of force until 

the President signalled de-escalation in March 1968.  

The case study proceeds by providing brief historical background and a 

chronological overview. It then reconstructs the domestic political, intellectual and 

bureaucratic contexts in which US decision-makers operated. The primary source 

analysis that follows shows how President Johnson and his advisors came to interpret 

the transnational disorder emanating from South Vietnam as a state “failure”, how an 

interventionist response was formulated, and which motives and governance 

objectives were engaged by the three factors of the theoretical framework. The post-
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intervention phase examined in the final section of the case study evaluates the 

reasons for the failure of the intervention. 

5.2 Historical background and case overview 

The US intervention cannot be understood outside the all-encompassing context of the 

Cold War era, arguably at its most intense in the early 1960s. The combat intervention 

in South Vietnam was a product of the values, interests and policies that had defined 

Washington’s approach to the bipolar world since the Korean War (1950-53). The 

more fluid formative period of the Cold War (1946-50) had by the early 1950s 

solidified into a rigid anti-communist consensus and ideology of containment.4

The French had been comprehensively defeated in Indochina by Ho Chi 

Minh’s communist-led Viet Minh in May 1954, bringing to an end the First Indochina 

War (1946-54). In July of that year, the Geneva Conference partitioned Vietnam at the 

seventeenth parallel. French forces were to be withdrawn from the North and Viet 

Minh guerrillas from the South. The United States and South Vietnam did not sign the 

Geneva Accords, but both supported its major provisions. The communist Democratic 

Republic of Vietnam (DRV) was established at Hanoi, and from Paris, Emperor Bao 

Dai appointed Catholic mandarin, Ngo Dinh Diem, as Prime Minister of the State of 

Vietnam at Saigon. Diem deposed the Emperor and assumed Presidency of the 

Republic of Vietnam (RVN) in 1955.  

 From 

the vantage point of the US decision-making elite in the 1960s, communist gains in 

Southeast Asia would erode America’s global credibility, thereby raising the risk of a 

“free world” collapse in the postcolonial periphery.  

US President Dwight D. Eisenhower (1953-61) held that ‘the survival of an 

independent, non-communist government in southern Vietnam was a vital strategic 

imperative for the United States’.5

                                                 
4 Douglas J. MacDonald, ‘The Truman Administration and Global Responsibilities: the Birth of the 
Falling Domino Principle’, in Dominoes and Bandwagons, 112-13. 

 The prospects for a stable, non-communist RVN 

looked favourable in 1955. Diem had shown considerable resolve in suppressing the 

South’s criminal organisations and religious sect militias. However, attempts to 

establish control over the southern countryside in 1956 involved the persecution and 

murder of former Viet Minh cadres and others accused of communist affiliation. 

5 David L. Anderson, ‘Dwight D. Eisenhower and Wholehearted Support of Ngo Dinh Diem’, in 
Shadow on the White House: Presidents and the Vietnam War, 1945-1975, ed. David L. Anderson 
(Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 1993), 43. 
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Diem, an urban aristocrat, had little understanding of rural life. His officials were 

notoriously corrupt, his security forces heavy handed, and land reform lagged well 

behind Viet Minh arrangements.6

In May 1959, the Vietnamese Worker’s Party (VWP) in Hanoi authorised the 

formation of armed units for self-defence in the South but insisted the movement 

remain political and not attempt to overthrow Diem by force.

 By 1959, Diem had failed to gain legitimacy in rural 

South Vietnam. Government control was effective only in Saigon and major urban 

areas. Washington’s optimistic outlook on the viability of the RVN eroded as a 

renewed insurgency into the 1960s risked its survival as an independent non-

communist state.  

7

On John F. Kennedy’s election in November 1960, Diem had survived a first 

military coup, lacked political legitimacy, had little effective control over rural areas, 

and faced a committed insurgency. Unwilling to risk a full-scale military commitment 

but also unwilling to pursue a negotiated settlement, Kennedy chose a middle course 

of expanding indirect US aid and advisory involvement. Military aid programs were 

increased. The Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) in place since 1955 was 

enlarged and adopted a counter-insurgency training role. The ARVN went on the 

offensive in 1962 in a serious attempt to contain the insurgency. In conjunction, the 

strategic hamlet program, modelled after the British experience in Malaya, was 

implemented. The larger US Military Assistance Command Vietnam (MACV) 

superseded the MAAG. These initiatives met with little success. The ARVN suffered 

heavy losses. ARVN commanders became less discriminating, killing many ordinary 

villagers and delivering propaganda victories to the NLF. The strategic hamlets did 

not incorporate adequate land reform and were hastily and poorly implemented. Most 

of the settlements were quickly infiltrated or overrun by the NLF. 

 In the latter months of 

1959, it became apparent that the Southern organisation was acting in advance of 

Hanoi’s directives by attacking Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) bases. 

Forced to catch up with events, the third VWP Congress of September 5-10, 1960 

authorised the armed liberation of the South. The National Front for the Liberation of 

South Vietnam (NLF) was formed on December 20.  

                                                 
6 Eric M. Bergerud, The Dynamics of Defeat: The Vietnam War in Hau Nghia Province (Boulder, CO: 
Westview Press, 1991), 12-15.  
7 The overview of the case study presented in the remainder of this section is drawn from George McT. 
Kahin, Intervention: How America Became Involved in Vietnam (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 
1986), 96-121; and George C. Herring, America’s Longest War: The United States and Vietnam, 1950-
1975 (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1979). 
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Relations between the Kennedy administration (1961-63) and Diem became 

increasingly strained in 1963. Tensions were exacerbated in May when Buddhist 

protests against Diem’s repression culminated in the highly publicised self-

immolation of a monk in Saigon on June 11. Diem and his brother, security chief, 

Ngo Dinh Nhu, were executed in the aftermath of a military coup on November 1, 

only three weeks before Kennedy’s assassination. The NLF exploited the political 

turmoil. Infiltration from the North was increased and the NLF tightened its hold on 

the countryside. President Lyndon B. Johnson (1963-69) was advised in late 

December 1963 that unless this trend was reversed, the RVN would be lost. The 

ineffectual junta that had overthrown Diem was itself removed on January 29, 1964 in 

a second coup led by Major-General Nguyen Khanh. 

The escalating crisis in Vietnam was deeply unwelcome to the new Johnson 

administration. Johnson retained the Kennedy commitment to Vietnam and most of 

the former President’s advisors. He was convinced that fighting the insurgency was 

essential to the containment of Chinese communism in East Asia. US withdrawal and 

neutralisation of the RVN were rejected as policy options in early 1964. Johnson was, 

however, reluctant to commit ground forces, especially in an election year. 

Throughout 1964, the numbers of US advisors was increased and covert operations 

were introduced. Johnson’s advisors favoured a strategy of graduated pressure against 

the North to compel it to halt its support for the NLF and thereby prevent the collapse 

of the RVN. The Tonkin Gulf incidents of early August 1964, in which DRV 

gunboats allegedly attacked American warships, cleared the way for reprisal air 

strikes, which garnered high levels of Congressional and public support. 

Reprisal bombings of North Vietnam failed to provide the catalyst for political 

stability in Saigon. Khanh was forced to resign in August 1964, and in January 1965 

another coup brought Vice Air Marshal Nguyen Cao Ky and General Nguyen Chanh 

Thi to the leadership of an unstable military-civilian government. A major attack by 

the NLF on a US army barracks and airbase at Pleiku on February 6, 1965 prompted 

Johnson to introduce an ongoing program of graduated air strikes against the DRV 

known as Rolling Thunder. Intelligence reports predicting the imminent collapse of 

the RVN generated pressures to expand the air campaign and commit ground troops to 

direct combat. By early 1965, government control had been eroded to a series of 

islands surrounding the provincial capitals. 
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On March 8, 1965 the first combat deployment of Marines landed at Danang 

on Vietnam’s Central Coast to protect the enlarged air commitment. It was evident by 

mid-March that the bombing campaign had failed to produce immediate results. Little 

alternative existed to a major American ground intervention. This was further 

reinforced by another coup in Saigon in the same month, which installed the longer-

lived regime of Ky and General Nguyen Van Thieu. The use of B-52s for bombing 

NLF strongholds in the South was authorised. In July 1965, Johnson approved the 

first major deployment of 50,000 US combat troops with further increases before the 

end of the year. 

Two years later, half a million American troops were in Vietnam, $2 billion a 

month was being spent, and more tonnage of bombs had been used than in World War 

II. Yet the NLF was still effective and Hanoi had not been persuaded to halt its 

“aggression”. All major targets in North Vietnam had been destroyed by 1967 with no 

appreciable effect on the ground in the South. Massive US economic aid and military 

force had not built a viable South Vietnamese state. The Johnson administration 

continued to believe that the war must be kept limited to avoid provoking Chinese 

intervention as in Korea. Domestic opposition mounted as the conflict dragged on and 

American casualties increased. By the end of 1967, US forces had prevented a South 

Vietnamese collapse, but General Westmoreland’s tactics of aerial bombardment 

followed by search-and-destroy operations had produced only a frustrating military 

stalemate. 

Domestic support for the US effort in Vietnam declined in 1967. It turned into 

widespread protest in 1968 after the shock of the Tet Offensive of January 30. The 

NLF suffered debilitating and irreversible losses in the attacks, but Tet was a political 

and psychological victory. Johnson rejected requests for more troops and on March 

31, 1968 announced that he would not stand for re-election and focus on pursuing a 

negotiated settlement. This decision marked the end of US escalation, but Washington 

refused to accept any settlement that did not preserve the RVN as an independent non-

communist state. The change of direction reduced the intensity of US operations and 

introduced the concept of “Vietnamisation”. Formal peace talks opened on May 13 

but Johnson left office without securing a resolution to the conflict.  

The Nixon administration (1969-74) came to office convinced the United 

States must extricate itself. President Nixon and National Security Advisor, Henry 

Kissinger (1969-73), maintained, however, that an American withdrawal must be free 
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from the taint of defeat and that the RVN’s independence must be ensured. In 1971, 

peace talks remained deadlocked and large anti-war protests resumed in the United 

States. Hanoi launched a major offensive in March 1972. Nixon responded with a 

drastic escalation, including further massive bombardments and a naval blockade. The 

deadlock was broken with the Paris Peace Accords of January 1973. Remaining US 

forces were quickly withdrawn and Congress severely restricted further aid to South 

Vietnam. The RVN collapsed and communist forces captured Saigon in April 1975.  

5.3 Domestic context of US decision-making 

The section places US decision-makers in the intellectual, political and bureaucratic 

contexts that shaped their motives, rhetoric and actions. The perceived lessons of 

appeasement in the 1930s were the fundamental point of reference for elite US 

policymakers in developing the Cold War concepts of national security, the policy of 

containment, and the domino analogy.8 Totalitarian states, believed to be aggressive 

and expansionist by definition were by their very existence a threat to US national 

security, which at base referred to the preservation of the American way of life.9 All 

post-war administrations ultimately sought a Wilsonian resolution to the Cold War by 

transforming the identity of their adversary.10 An enlargement of the area of socialist 

autarchy, accelerated by the “loss” of China in 1949, was also a direct threat to US 

preferences for an “open door” system of world commerce and the diffusion of 

liberal-capitalist norms.11 Threats to national security were subjective and limitless. 

Adverse events or instability anywhere on the globe were a potential risk to core 

American interests defined in a language of values. Conversely, desirable foreign 

policy goals were routinely inflated in domestic politics to become portrayed as issues 

of national survival.12

                                                 
8 Daniel Yergin, Shattered Peace: The Origins of the Cold War, revised ed. (New York: Penguin, 
1990), 197-98. 

  

9 See David L. Anderson, ‘Presidential Leadership and US Intervention in Southeast Asia: the Buck 
Stops – and Starts – Here’, in Anderson, Shadow on the White House, 6; Christopher Layne, The Peace 
of Illusions: American Grand Strategy from 1940 to the Present (Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell 
University Press, 2006), 57, 61. 
10 See National Security Council (NSC) Report, Aug. 5, 1959, FRUS, 1958-1960, vol. 3, doc. 70; 
Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1994), 456, 471; Melvyn P. Leffler, A 
Preponderance of Power: National Security, the Truman Administration, and the Cold War (Stanford, 
CA: Stanford University Press, 1992), 356. 
11 See William Appleman Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy, 2nd revised ed. (New York: 
Dell Publishing Co., Inc., 1972), 15, 206, 209-10. 
12 Yergin, Shattered Peace, 196; Layne, Peace of Illusions, 119. 
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The Cold War anti-communist consensus of the 1950s and early-1960s was 

maintained by government publicity, a largely supportive media, and the cooperation 

of universities, business, labour and religious organisations, and influential think tanks 

such as the Council on Foreign Relations.13 Its elements were high defence budgets, a 

militarised NATO, the perception of a Sino-Soviet bloc, and a belief in the tight 

interconnection of the world such that a communist victory anywhere could threaten 

vital American interests.14 The domino analogy, invoked in large part to frighten 

Congress and the public into deeper international commitments and higher defence 

appropriations, became dogma.15 In 1954, the “falling domino” principle was 

entrenched by Eisenhower in describing the loss of Indochina to communism as 

leading inexorably to the fall of Burma, Thailand, Malaya and Indonesia, then 

threatening the island defensive chain of Japan, Taiwan and the Philippines, and 

ultimately Australia and New Zealand.16

The unity of the intellectual consensus was not matched in bureaucratic 

organisation. Expansive growth in the foreign policy establishment after 1945 was 

accompanied by fragmentation, inconsistency and overlap between White House 

National Security Staff, the State and Defense Departments, CIA and other agencies, 

making effective management of decision-making difficult.

 

17 Until the late-1960s, the 

growth of presidential discretion and initiative independent of Congressional checks 

was the institutional trend in Cold War national security policy-making.18

Those with inputs into the decision-making process were members of the 

relevant executive agencies; the Congress with its crucial budgetary role; formal 

interest groups; and “opinion leaders” considered as an important link between 

policymakers and the public – individual business leaders, labour officials, newspaper 

editors, publishers and columnists, religious leaders, and prominent figures in 

  

                                                 
13 See Ralph B. Levering, The Public and American Foreign Policy, 1918-1978 (New York: William 
Morrow and Co., Inc., 1978), 105-07; George C. Herring, LBJ and Vietnam: A Different Kind of War 
(Austin, TX: University of Austin Press, 1994), 123-24; John Dumbrell, with David M. Barrett, The 
Making of US Foreign Policy (Manchester, UK and New York: Manchester University Press, 1990), 
182-83. 
14 Robert Jervis, ‘The Impact of the Korean War on the Cold War’, Journal of Conflict Resolution 24, 
no. 4 (1980): 584. 
15 MacDonald, ‘The Truman Administration and Global Responsibilities’, 131-32. 
16 Dwight D. Eisenhower, ‘The President’s News Conference of Apr. 7, 1954’, Public Papers, 1954, 
73. 
17 Charles W. Kegley, Jr. and Eugene R. Wittkopf, ‘The Domestic Sources of American Foreign 
Policy: An Introduction’, in Domestic Sources of American Foreign Policy, ed. Charles W. Kegley and 
Eugene R. Wittkopf (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1988), 6-7.  
18 James A. Nathan and James K. Oliver, Foreign Policy Making and the American Political System, 
3rd ed. (Baltimore, MD and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994), 72-74. 
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academe, science and law.19 Public opinion was perceived as exercising only the 

broadest of constraints on foreign policy direction in most instances short of war.20 

The activities of the executive agencies: intelligence estimates, policy planning and 

analysis, and reporting from diplomatic posts, field missions and military commands 

remained the most voluminous and influential sources of information for elite 

decision-makers.21 The President, Secretaries of State and Defense, and the Special 

Assistant for National Security Affairs were involved in all important national 

security issues, and comprised the core decision-making elite. They were augmented 

in particular cases or differing administrations by the President’s personal staff and 

advisors, and other executive officials or military officers.22

Complex global commitments and the centrality of presidential decision 

produced an atmosphere of crisis and urgency. The constant flow of information and 

political responsibilities of the Cold War presidency were compelling, unavoidable 

and overwhelming. The time available to consider matters of national security was 

limited. Presidents depended heavily on recommendations from their closest advisors, 

but ultimately, decisions were based on the intuition and judgement that individuals 

brought to the office.

  

23 The policy choices available to the President were not in 

practice free, but highly structured and constrained by the Cold War consensus and 

bureaucratic processes. Presidential choice in foreign policy decision-making has 

been likened to choosing a meal from a restaurant menu. A finite range of options was 

available, interpreted by the establishment, with only minor scope for alteration, and 

in a format deemed suitable for implementation.24

The process by which the deteriorating effectiveness of the RVN in the face of 

a concerted NLF insurgency was interpreted as a state failure took shape across both 

Democratic administrations of the early 1960s. The formulation of an interventionist 

response through the first half of 1965 was the preserve of the Johnson administration. 

Both administrations operated in a foreign policy milieu in which regional issues were 

  

                                                 
19 Burton M. Sapin, The Making of United States Foreign Policy (Washington DC: The Brookings 
Institution, 1966), 34-35, 40; Barry B. Hughes, The Domestic Context of American Foreign Policy (San 
Francisco, CA: W.H. Freeman and Co., 1978), 197. 
20 Sapin, Making of United States Foreign Policy, 35; Levering, Public and American Foreign Policy, 
150-53. 
21 Sapin, Making of United States Foreign Policy, 27, 246-48.  
22 The Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) were the principal military advisors to the President with independent 
access rights; Sapin, Making of United States Foreign Policy, 19-20, 54, 153-54.  
23 Ibid., 23-24, 70-71. 
24 Robert L. Galluci, Neither Peace Nor Honour: The Politics of American Military Policy in Viet-Nam 
(Baltimore, MD and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1975), 4-5, 7. 
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viewed in broader Cold War context as tests of strength between the United States and 

the USSR or China.25 They also operated under the domestic legacy of McCarthyism, 

and both Kennedy and Johnson exhibited deep fears of being seen as personally weak 

in national security affairs.26 Playing on presidential fears of humiliation was the 

perception of Soviet dynamism under Khrushchev, a fanatical China on the march in 

Asia; that while competing nationalisms were at play, the communists remained 

monolithic in their hostility toward America, and that the domino theory was valid, 

especially in Southeast Asia.27

Kennedy abandoned Eisenhower’s model of a collective, institutionalised 

presidency. The Special Assistant for National Security Affairs, McGeorge Bundy, 

acted more as personal advisor to the President than administrative head of the NSC.

  

28 

The role of Secretary of State, Dean Rusk, was the management of the Department 

and ongoing policy. High politics, diplomacy, and crisis management were 

undertaken directly by the President. Rusk gained a more prominent role under 

Johnson. Under assertive new Secretary, Robert McNamara, the Defense Department 

assumed a leading role in national security policy.29

The Kennedy and Johnson administrations were imbued with the assumptions 

of modernisation theory. The problems and needs of the postcolonial periphery could 

be comparatively analysed and objectively ascertained by scientific techniques. The 

building of infrastructure, diffusion of American technology and training, and tutelage 

in politics and government would promote “progress” and development, and therefore 

reduce and eventually eliminate the threat of communism. The Third World was seen 

as a crucial theatre in the Cold War struggle after Khrushchev’s 1961 pledge to 

support wars of “national liberation”. Modernisation theory appeared to provide 

practical solutions to the spate of Third World crises that seemed to beset the 

Kennedy administration in 1961.

  

30

Johnson maintained a high degree of continuity with Kennedy’s policies and 

personnel. The concentration of policymaking in the White House was accelerated 

  

                                                 
25 Levering, Public and American Foreign Policy, 111. 
26 Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 212, 242. 
27 James C. Thomson, Jr., ‘How Could Vietnam Happen? An Autopsy’, in Domestic Sources of 
American Foreign Policy, 206; Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 211. 
28 Sapin, Making of United States Foreign Policy, 75, 86-89. 
29 Nathan and Oliver, Foreign Policy Making, 19, 32. 
30 Latham, Modernization as Ideology, 7, 29-30, 57-8.  
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during Johnson’s tenure.31 As the consummate domestic political operator, Johnson 

instinctively sought middle-ground, consensus positions.32 This is clearly evident in 

his decision-making on Vietnam. Bundy, Rusk and McNamara, along with Under 

Secretary of State, George Ball, and William P. Bundy, Assistant Secretary of State 

for Far Eastern Affairs, were the key advisors in the response formulation phase of the 

first half of 1965.33 During the post-intervention phase, Johnson relied heavily on a 

small group of advisors known as the Tuesday Luncheon Group.34 Johnson also 

maintained regular contacts with Eisenhower and former Secretary of State Acheson. 

He corresponded with antiwar Senators, and routinely consulted those that opposed 

ground combat intervention, such as Senate Foreign Relations Committee Chairman, 

J. William Fulbright, and Senate Majority Leader, Mike Mansfield.35

Johnson had rarely been involved in Vietnam policy as Vice-President, and 

lacked a politico-cultural framework for understanding nation-building in South 

Vietnam. In foreign affairs, Johnson lacked the nuance and sense of practical 

possibilities that characterised his mastery of congressional politics. Johnson appeared 

to believe uncritically that American values were universal; its intentions benign and 

altruistic. Political differences were always amenable to persuasion and bargaining.

 Ball was the 

most prominent internal critic, making his case for US withdrawal a number of times 

in the lead up to the ground combat intervention in July 1965.  

36

                                                 
31 Nathan and Oliver, Foreign Policy Making, 32-33. 

 

The President agonised over every increment of military force applied in Vietnam, 

becoming frustrated and incredulous at the communists’ lack of responsiveness. 

Johnson came to the presidency with huge self-imposed demands to achieve great 

things in the domestic sphere. He bitterly resented the distraction of Vietnam, but was 

32 David M. Barrett, Uncertain Warriors: Lyndon Johnson and His Vietnam Advisors (Lawrence, KS: 
University Press of Kansas, 1993), 172-73. 
33 Herring, LBJ and Vietnam, 8.  
34 It consisted of McNamara (replaced by Clark Clifford in 1968), CIA-chief Richard Helms (Deputy 
Director for Plans, 1961-64; Deputy Director CIA, 1965-66; Director CIA, 1966-1973), Chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) General Earle Wheeler, White House Press Secretary Bill Moyers 
(replaced by George Christian in 1966), Rusk and Bundy (the latter replaced by Walt W. Rostow in 
1966); see Henry F. Graff, The Tuesday Cabinet: Deliberation and Decision on Peace and War under 
Lyndon B. Johnson (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1970), 3-4. 
35 Barrett, Uncertain Warriors, 164-65; Herring, LBJ and Vietnam, 14-15.  
36 Sandra C. Taylor, ‘Lyndon Johnson and the Vietnamese’, in Shadow on the White House, 114-15; 
Doris Kearns, Lyndon Johnson and the American Dream (New York: Harper & Row, 1976), 194-95, 
256, 268-69. 
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convinced that its “loss” to communism would undermine his Great Society program 

and destroy his presidency.37

5.4 Interpretation 

 

The introductory sections have given the historical background to the case study, a 

brief chronological overview, and also provided a sense of the domestic political 

context in which US decision-makers operated. The main analysis to follow applies 

the theoretical framework to a case study of state failure and governance intervention 

in the bipolar Cold War international system. The theoretical framework outlined in 

chapter 3 argues that the interpretation by elite decision-makers of what constitutes a 

state failure is conditioned by the distribution of capabilities, the pattern of 

international order, and domestic risk sensitivity. An interpretation of state failure is 

located conceptually at the intersection of system polarity and the incidence of 

transnational disorder. The geographical location of state failure is solely a function of 

polarity. Domestic risk sensitivity functioned both as a positive incentive and negative 

constraint in the interpretation of South Vietnam as a state failure. The balance in the 

interpretation phase was toward a constraint that necessitated delaying the response 

formulation phase until after the November 1964 election. 

5.4.1 Distribution of capabilities 

This section first establishes the contours of the bipolar Cold War international 

system. It then demonstrates how the distribution of capabilities intersected with 

transnational disorder in Indochina to condition Washington’s interpretation of South 

Vietnam as a state failure requiring a direct governance intervention. The flow of 

information into the elite decision-making process clearly places the deteriorating 

effectiveness of the RVN as an acute risk to Washington’s strategic objectives of 

maintaining a non-communist South Vietnam. This objective was explicitly linked to 

maintaining the “free world” position in Southeast Asia and by extension, East Asia 

and the Pacific, and the world.  

The structure of the international system in the Cold War period (1947-89) 

was bipolar. The leading actors of the opposing blocs were pre-eminent, if far from 

equal in aggregate capabilities. The balance, moreover, could not be tilted by the 
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defection of any third party to either side.38 Washington maintained a clear superiority 

during the 1960s in its capacity to deliver nuclear warheads to Soviet Bloc territory. 

However, the destructiveness of thermonuclear weapons and the deployment by 

Moscow of a second-strike capability by the early 1960s meant that only a small but 

credible deterrent force was required for effective parity.39 Eisenhower’s Basic 

National Security Policy of August 5, 1959 assessed that a condition of ‘relative 

nuclear parity’ was in existence.40

In practice, bipolarity functioned more in the realm of perception.

  
41 Decision-

makers in Washington tended to view Cold War competition as a zero-sum game. 

Gains to communism anywhere through subversion or insurgency would lead to an 

erosion of US credibility everywhere, resulting in further losses.42 Washington’s Cold 

War security posture has been characterised as repeated commitments to strategically 

marginal areas involving significant risk of general war out of symbolic concern for 

maintaining “credibility”.43 Even though the United States remained overwhelmingly 

superior in strategic reach and material capability to both the USSR and China,44

To counter Soviet support for wars of “national liberation”, the Kennedy 

administration developed a counterinsurgency strategy to meet subversion directly 

and symmetrically.

 any 

communist territorial or reputational gain, or technological advance, was perceived in 

Washington as deeply threatening. Initiatives by Moscow to redress the strategic 

imbalance, such as the introduction of intermediate-range ballistic missiles to Cuba in 

1962, were invariably perceived by Washington as highly provocative and aggressive. 

45

                                                 
38 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, 130, 162, 169. 

 Johnson followed this approach faithfully in Vietnam with 

graduated escalations in response to perceived communist provocations. The NLF 

insurgency in Vietnam was considered a critical test case of countering Maoist 

“people’s war” doctrine. Even if the international communist movement was no 

longer unified after the Sino-Soviet split of the early 1960s, the risk to global stability 

remained acute. The “loss” of South Vietnam would erode US national security by 

39 Robert H. Johnson, Improbable Dangers: US Conceptions of Threat in the Cold War and After (New 
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994), 91-93, 109. 
40 NSC Report, Aug. 5, 1959, FRUS, 1958-1960, vol. 3, doc. 70. 
41 Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 92. 
42 Johnson, Improbable Dangers, 25-26. 
43 Ninkovich, Modernity and Power, 175. 
44 See Gareth Porter, Perils of Dominance: Imbalance of Power and the Road to War in Vietnam 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 2005), chapter 1. 
45 Douglas S. Blaufarb, The Counterinsurgency Era: US Doctrine and Performance (New York: The 
Free Press, 1977), 55-57. 
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emboldening indigenous communist movements elsewhere in Asia, Africa and the 

Western Hemisphere.46

Beijing’s support for revolutionary movements in the weak postcolonial states 

of Southeast Asia was seen as the primary vehicle for Chinese communist 

expansionism. Eisenhower’s Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, had warned in 

1954 that any Chinese aggression in the region would be treated as a direct threat to 

the United States itself.

 

47 Washington’s attitude toward the PRC had been 

unrelentingly hostile since 1949, though tempered since the Korean War by the 

prospect of again facing overwhelming PLA ground forces.48 In the repeat of such a 

scenario, it was feared that domestic political pressure to use tactical nuclear weapons 

would be irresistible. The risk of Soviet intervention and escalation to general war 

would then become a very real possibility.49

The intellectual framework, bureaucratic processes, and policy objectives that 

underpinned the Vietnam episode until March 1968 were established during the first 

year of Kennedy’s administration. The NLF insurgency in Indochina was indelibly 

linked to the distribution of capabilities from the outset. The documents describe the 

situation inherited in early 1961 by the Kennedy administration as a ‘communist-

inspired insurgency … designed ultimately to absorb SVN into the Communist bloc’. 

The Kennedy White House ranked the defence of South Vietnam among its highest 

foreign policy priorities.

  

50 In the State of the Union address of January 30, Kennedy 

directly associated the weaknesses of the ‘struggling’ nations of Asia with the 

‘relentless pressures’ of the Chinese strategic ‘menace’.51

In March 1961, a National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) described postcolonial 

Southeast Asia as ‘unstable and unhealthy’ politically, socially and economically. One 

of the most serious problems was the ‘mounting Communist threat and precarious 
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governmental situation in South Vietnam’.52

… the Free World’s security can be endangered not only by a nuclear attack, 
but also by being slowly nibbled away at the periphery, regardless of our 
strategic power, by forces of subversion, infiltration, intimidation, indirect or 
non-overt aggression, internal revolution, diplomatic blackmail, guerrilla 
warfare or a series of limited wars.

 Vietnam was a prime test-case for the 

administration’s strategic-level policy known as “flexible response”. In a message to 

Congress on March 28, 1961, Kennedy declared that  

53

 
  

Nuclear weapons on the communist side served primarily as the shield behind which 

these tactics would steadily attempt to pick off weak and vulnerable areas in situations 

that did not easily permit US armed intervention. This transnational threat represented 

an insidious, new and deeper chapter in the Cold War.  

The US intelligence community assessed that China and the Soviet Union 

were at one in their support for Hanoi and the NLF campaign in South Vietnam.54 The 

US military viewed the insurgency as externally driven by Hanoi and Beijing. In 

August 1961, the JCS advised McNamara that ‘a large proportion of the support for 

communist aggression in all of Southeast Asia passes through North Vietnam’. This 

judgement informed the US military’s preoccupation with interdicting NLF supply 

lines from the DRV through Laos, Cambodia and by sea; and by the punitive bombing 

of North Vietnam to compel Hanoi to cease its support.55

The Country Team in Saigon, and many State Department officials, by 

contrast, tended to see the sources of the insurgency as indigenous to the South, 

precipitated by Diem’s unresponsive and autocratic regime.

 

56 While the successful 

interdiction of external support would be helpful, it was no substitute for building 

state capacity and political legitimacy.57

                                                 
52 NIE 50-61, Mar. 28, 1961, FRUS, 1961-1963, vol. 1, doc. 22. 

 These tensions were accommodated in the 

overall strategy which prevailed with little substantive change until 1968: the 

graduated escalation of air-naval harassment of the DRV while suppressing the 

53 Kennedy, ‘Special Message to the Congress on the Defense Budget’, Mar. 28, 1961, Public Papers, 
1961, 236. 
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insurgency in the South by building the military and civil capacity of the Diem and 

successor military regimes. The only changes were of means, through the injection of 

major US combat forces from July 1965, not ends.  

The Defense Department held that ‘the fall of South Vietnam … would lead to 

the fairly rapid extension of Communist control, or complete accommodation to 

Communism, in the rest of mainland Southeast Asia and in Indonesia’, with grave 

strategic implications. The clear objective was therefore to prevent the collapse of 

South Vietnam, by military means if necessary.58 Bundy concurred. Kennedy, 

however, rejected committing US combat forces on November 15, 1961, based on the 

pattern of international order. The NLF insurgency was not a clear-cut case of 

external aggression as in Korea. Any overt US intervention would attract international 

opprobrium.59

Washington’s public statements downplayed the deteriorating effectiveness of 

the Diem regime and repeatedly sheeted home blame for the insurgency to Hanoi until 

the Buddhist crisis erupted in South Vietnam in May 1963.

  

60 The collapse of the 

Diem regime commenced with the Buddhist uprising at Hue on May 8, after which 

civil unrest continued for several months. Diem and Nhu were eventually removed in 

the military coup of November 1, 1963. The new Johnson administration was even 

more rigid in its insistence that the source of South Vietnam’s weakness was external. 

Johnson’s first National Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) on Vietnam stated 

that it remained ‘the central object of the United States’ to assist South Vietnam ‘to 

win their contest against the externally directed and supported Communist 

conspiracy’.61

The ineffectual post-Diem government in Saigon was ousted at the end of 

January 1964. In the wake of this further political turmoil, an intelligence estimate on 

February 12 warned that South Vietnam was ‘on the verge of collapse’.

  

62

                                                 
58 McNamara to Kennedy, Nov. 8, 1961, doc. 227.  

 Then 

Director of the Policy Planning Council at the State Department, Walt W. Rostow, 

directly linked the precarious governance situation in South Vietnam to the Cold War 

struggle in apocalyptic terms. Southeast Asia was critical to US national security and 
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its ‘world position’. In a classic example of the domino theory, Rostow described in 

detail the wholesale unravelling that would occur across the world if Vietnam were 

lost, eventually culminating at the symbolic heart of the Cold War, Berlin.63

In early 1964, the possibility of direct military action against North Vietnam to 

prop up the RVN began to be seriously canvassed but was fraught with concerns over 

the possible Chinese reaction. A JCS analysis on February 14 held that ‘the threat of 

large-scale intervention by ChiCom military forces will continue behind the 

[Vietnamese] communist’s activities’. It was deemed extremely unlikely; however, 

that China would directly commit its forces unless its own territory was attacked or if 

US troops approached its borders as in Korea.

 

64 The Soviets, for their part, would be 

cautious and concerned that the conflict did not expand. The JCS concluded ‘that 

Moscow would initiate no action which, in the Soviet judgment, would increase the 

likelihood of nuclear war’.65

By late March 1964, the evidence indicates that Johnson, Rusk and White 

House Staff had aligned with the opinion of CIA Director, John McCone, that the 

deterioration of the RVN must be arrested before any direct US military intervention 

could be carried out against the North.

 These strategic considerations informed all subsequent 

US policy aimed at reducing the pressures on the RVN by compelling Hanoi to cease 

infiltration.  

66 US troops would remain in an advisory role. 

Air operations would continue to be undertaken by RVN-marked aircraft. Renewed 

tensions among elite decision-makers were again evident in May 1964. McNamara 

argued that even where US policy was being carried out, ‘we are continuing to lose. 

Nothing we are now doing will win’. The situation in the provinces was ‘much worse’ 

than in January. McNamara felt that the current measures would ‘not substitute for the 

use of force against North Vietnam’. By contrast, and citing the strategic risks 

involved, Rusk held that ‘a better situation in Saigon is a supporting requirement to a 

decision to go north’.67

                                                 
63 Rostow to Rusk, Feb. 13, 1964, doc. 43.   

 Despite Rusk’s sentiment, a perceptible shift toward the 

Defense Department/JCS position is evident from late May. For example, on May 25 

Bundy recommended that a Presidential decision be made to ‘use selected and 

64 JCS Paper, Feb. 14, 1964, FRUS, 1964-1968, vol. 10, doc. 12.  
65 JCS to McNamara, Mar. 2, 1964, FRUS, 1964, vol. 1, doc. 66.  
66 See Johnson to Lodge (Ambassador, Saigon), Mar. 20, 1964, doc. 92. 
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carefully graduated military force against North Vietnam’.68 This was perhaps due to 

a dire CIA report circulated on May 15, which concluded that the anti-communist 

position in South Vietnam was untenable.69

Johnson maintained an enduring fear that the Chinese would intervene, 

reflecting how deeply the experience of the Korean War had permeated his thinking. 

This was despite consistent intelligence estimates that this scenario was extremely 

unlikely. For example, Johnson said to Bundy on May 27, 1964, that  

  

… it looks to me like we’re getting into another Korea. It just worries the hell 
out of me. I don’t see what we can ever hope to get out of there with, once 
we’re committed. I believe that the Chinese Communists are coming into it. I 
don’t think that we can fight them ten thousand miles away from home … I 
don’t think it’s worth fighting for and I don’t think that we can get out. 

 
Bundy agreed that Vietnam, in itself, may not be worth fighting for, but making the 

link to the distribution of capabilities, added that it was ‘what the rest of that half of 

the world is going to think if this thing comes apart on us. That’s the dilemma’.70

The Gulf of Tonkin incidents of August 2-4, 1964 provided the means by 

which the strategic constraints felt by elite decision-makers could be lifted.

 

71 Johnson 

authorised the first direct air strikes against North Vietnam on August 4. In Saigon, 

new Ambassador Taylor did not think that the incident should bring forward plans for 

sustained air attacks against the DRV postponed until after the November election. 

Taylor maintained that Washington should not ‘get involved militarily with North 

Viet Nam and possibly with Red China if our base in South Viet Nam is insecure’.72 

After the Tonkin Gulf incident, Khanh made a clumsy attempt to centralise his 

authority and improve governmental effectiveness. The move backfired precipitating 

renewed political disaffection. A further series of destabilising protests by dissident 

Buddhists took place on August 23-24.73

According to Taylor, it was now possible that Saigon might move towards 

some sort of “popular front” government susceptible to accommodation with the NLF. 

Washington could passively acquiesce to this, or actively assume ‘responsibility for 
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the outcome’ based on ‘the limited viability of any South Vietnamese government’. 

Taylor argued that the distribution of capabilities ruled out the first option: ‘If we 

leave Vietnam with our tail between our legs, the consequences of this defeat in the 

rest of Asia, Africa and Latin America would be disastrous’. There was little choice 

but to take on the full responsibility for governance outcomes from the RVN.74

Taylor attended a meeting in Washington on September 9, 1964. The President 

asked whether anyone doubted Vietnam was worth the effort. All present agreed it 

was, based on the distribution of capabilities. Taylor said ‘we could not afford to let 

Hanoi win, in terms of our overall position in the area and in the world’. New JCS 

Chairman, General Wheeler, reported the ‘unanimous view of the Joint Chiefs that if 

we should lose in South Vietnam, we would lose Southeast Asia’. After that, ‘country 

after country on the periphery would give way and look toward Communist China as 

the rising power of the area’. McCone and Rusk agreed.

  

75

The impetus for action against Hanoi increased with a research paper by the 

NSC Working Group on Vietnam two days later. The political situation in the South 

remained ‘extremely fragile’. The paper concluded that while the ‘basic elements of 

Communist strength in South Vietnam remain indigenous’, the DRV contribution was 

now substantial and growing. It was believed that ‘any orders from Hanoi would in 

large measure be obeyed by Communist forces in South Vietnam’. The key to ending 

the NLF insurgency was to break the will of the communist leadership in Hanoi to 

continue.

 

76

Taylor returned to Saigon in December with instructions from the President 

that a last ditch effort be made to achieve some minimal performance benchmarks.

  

77 

These became academic with two further coups in December 1964 and January 1965. 

The latter installed an opaque alliance of Khanh and the Buddhist Institute leadership. 

This was particularly ominous for Washington. Reports on February 3 suggested that 

the new government might seek US disengagement.78 These reports coincided also 

with an unusually high-level visit by Soviet Premier Kosygin to Hanoi, which 

foreshadowed increased levels of Soviet diplomatic and materiel support.79
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wrote to the President after the latest coup that in his and McNamara’s opinion, 

hoping for a stable government can now ‘lead only to disastrous defeat’.80

On February 6, 1965 an attack on a US airfield and army barracks at Pleiku in 

Vietnam’s Central Highlands resulted in seven deaths and 109 wounded. This attack 

on top of the chronic instability in Saigon seemed to mark the threshold for Johnson 

who subsequently dropped altogether his insistence on stable government in Saigon 

before attacking the DRV. From this point, the RVN, by all reports on the verge of 

collapse since early 1964, was judged to be a state failure requiring direct US military 

intervention. Bundy confirmed this a few days later in commenting that ‘the President 

had “turned the corner” and we were on the track of sustained and continuing 

operations against the North’.

  

81 Kenneth T. Young, who argued in 1967 that decision-

makers perceived a ‘likely imminent collapse of South Vietnam’ in the winter of 

1964-65, supports this interpretation of state failure.82

This section has shown that the deteriorating effectiveness of the Diem regime 

until November 1963, and the chronic state weakness that followed during 1964, was 

an acute risk to US Cold War strategic objectives in Southeast Asia. The evidence 

shows that policymakers believed that the collapse of the RVN would precipitate the 

capitulation or accommodation of the other weak postcolonial states of the region to 

Chinese communism. This would then embolden communist movements in Africa, 

Latin America and elsewhere. With materiel and diplomatic support from the Soviet 

Union and China, this raised the risk of a “free world” collapse in the postcolonial 

periphery, a disastrous erosion of the US position in the Cold War struggle. 

  

5.4.2 Pattern of order in international society 

This section first establishes the principles and characteristics of the post-1945 pattern 

of order in the international society. It then demonstrates how the pattern of order, as 

viewed by Washington, served to condition the interpretation of South Vietnam as a 

state failure requiring direct governance intervention. The flow of information into the 

elite decision-making process clearly portrays the deteriorating effectiveness of the 

RVN under Diem, and the governance vacuum that followed his removal, as an acute 

risk to Washington’s expectation for a stable, anti-communist, “free world” order.  
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The post-1945 pattern of international order that underlay the Cold War was 

based on UN Charter principles of self-determination, sovereign equality and non-

interference. The “self”, in self-determination, was no longer national, however, but 

referred specifically to colonies, many of which were multi-ethnic artefacts created by 

the European empires. The impetus for gradual and orderly decolonisation through the 

UN trusteeship process was overtaken by the mid-1950s. Demands for rapid universal 

decolonisation were brought to bear through the UN General Assembly, which was 

accruing a postcolonial majority. This shift to a postcolonial normative framework 

produced the rights-based rather than performance-based model of Third World 

statehood.83

Overlaying this final phase of the modern transformation to a universal system 

of formally independent states was the ideological bipolarity that also defined the 

post-World War II international order.

 Decolonisation ignited a sea of political turbulence and destabilisation in 

large swathes of the Third World, which, by the early 1960s, had become the main 

theatres of the Cold War struggle.  

84 The ideological disposition of both main 

Cold War protagonists was anti-colonial and both engaged in anti-colonial rhetoric in 

seeking support from emerging states.85 During the formative period of the Cold War, 

however, the opportunities and problems of decolonisation were a second order 

consideration for US decision-makers, who acquiesced in the restoration of British, 

French and Dutch rule in Southeast Asia.86 In 1945, the United States had emerged as 

the world’s most powerful state. Washington’s expectations for a broadly liberal, 

global multilateral order, constituted and regulated through the UN, Bretton Woods 

Institutions and the GATT, were, by 1950, thwarted by the consolidation of the 

antithetical Marxist-Leninist bloc.87

Outside the communist sphere, the United States fashioned an ‘open and 

loosely rule-based international order’ focused primarily on Western Europe and 

Pacific Asia, with emphasis also on the Eastern Mediterranean and Middle East. This 

hegemonic liberal order was grounded on the consent of North Atlantic and Asian 

partners and ‘organized around open markets, security alliances, multilateral 
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cooperation, and democratic community’.88 In Western Europe, the emphasis was on 

multilateral economic cooperation through the OEEC (later OECD) and a security 

community through the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). In East Asia and 

the Middle East, the emphasis was on bilateral economic linkages and a hub-and-

spoke array of security alliances.89

Modernisation theorists in the Democratic administrations of the 1960s, such 

as Rostow and Chair of Kennedy’s Special Group for Counterinsurgency, Roger 

Hilsman, saw communist insurgencies as insidious attempts to capitalise on the 

dislocations of the transition to modernity, of which decolonisation was a necessary 

aspect. This view was also strongly shared by Kennedy.

  

90 Hilsman in particular 

recognised that modernisation conceived as socio-economic development was not in 

itself sufficient to bolster weak postcolonial governments and suppress insurgencies. 

The building of physical security and administrative efficacy were also essential to a 

state’s legitimacy and its resistance to communist subversion. Most postcolonial 

governments lacked capacity in these areas.91

By August 1962, a counterinsurgency and nation-building doctrine had been 

developed based on four elements: a comprehensive appraisal of the political and 

economic circumstances of the at-risk country; development and implementation of 

measures to ameliorate the major causes of social discontent; effective military and 

police forces for internal security; and the building of administrative capacity to 

support these measures.

 

92 Under the intellectual auspices of modernisation theory, 

counterinsurgency doctrine formed the basis for rural “pacification” and nation-

building in South Vietnam. The inculcation of South Vietnamese “nationalism” and 

RVN legitimacy was seen to be instrumental and performance-based rather than 

primordial or constitutional.93

The situation in Indochina inherited by Kennedy on taking office in January 

1961 clearly linked the transnational disorder in South Vietnam to the Cold War 
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balance. Developments in the previous year had been ‘adverse to the stability and 

effectiveness’ of Diem’s government. NLF success was in large part due to the 

‘political discontent with the Diem government’, which had been prevalent for some 

time. However, the immediate threat to the viability of South Vietnam was the 

increasing intensity of the communist insurgency. It was imperative that the RVN 

immediately undertake ‘extraordinary action to regain popular support and to correct 

the organizational and procedural weaknesses which contribute to the growth of Viet 

Cong power’.94

The new President’s inaugural address of January 20 set the tone for his 

administration’s vision of international order. Kennedy recognised the revolutionary 

character of the modernisation process: ‘The world is very different now … man 

holds in his mortal hands the power to abolish all forms of human poverty and all 

forms of human life’. Yet in continuity with the American liberal tradition, ‘the same 

revolutionary beliefs for which our forefathers fought are still at issue around the 

globe – the belief that the rights of man come not from the generosity of the state but 

from the hand of God’. Synthesising these themes with the decolonisation process, 

Kennedy pledged ‘to those new states whom we welcome to the ranks of the free, we 

pledge our word that one form of colonial control shall not have passed away merely 

to be replaced by a far more iron tyranny’.

  

95

Kennedy reiterated to Congress on March 22 that communist subversion in the 

Third Word was a dangerous symptom of the emerging postcolonial order, but that 

decolonisation was an inevitable part of the modernisation process. The President 

pointed out that ‘we live at a very special moment in history’. The ‘whole southern 

half of the world’ was ‘caught up in the adventures of asserting their independence 

and modernizing their old ways of life’. These new nations needed ‘aid in loans and 

technical assistance’, but they also needed help for the special reason that they were 

under communist pressure. This was direct military pressure in some cases. But in 

others, it took ‘the form of intense subversive activity designed to supersede and 

break down the new – often frail – modern institutions they have thus far built’.

 

96
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An intelligence estimate circulated a week later indicated serious problems of 

postcolonial state effectiveness. Most Southeast Asian states were experiencing 

‘serious political crises arising out of foreign intervention, domestic strains, or a 

complex of factors attributable to their basically unstable and unhealthy political, 

social, and economic structure’. South Vietnam was one of the most serious.97 Diem’s 

difficulties were attributed to his autocratic, familial rule and a lack of modern 

institutions. After returning from Saigon, Taylor argued that nepotism and corruption 

might have been acceptable if combined with efficiency and progress but when 

accompanied by ‘administrative paralysis and steady deterioration’, the situation was 

intolerable.98

Hilsman introduced the “strategic hamlet” program on February 2, 1962.

  
99 

The plan sought to create “strategic villages” by regrouping existing smaller hamlets 

into compact, more easily defended areas. Problems with the implementation of the 

policy were evident after only a month of its operation. Diem’s brother and head of 

the internal security apparatus, Nhu, had in an ‘overhasty, ill-advised’ manner ordered 

the program to be completed as soon as possible.100 Many of those constructing the 

hamlets were foregoing work on their crops having been promised payment in either 

money or food, which was not being made. There was genuine distress as a result of 

the program, hardly conducive to its success.101

Robert H. Johnson of the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff wrote on 

October 16, 1962 that ‘the strategic hamlet program is mostly pure façade’. This 

debacle was the direct result of US pressures for responsiveness and quick results 

foisted on the ineffective RVN bureaucracy.

 

102 Blame was unequivocally sheeted 

home to the Diem regime. It was neither efficient nor popular. It offered no hope of 

breaking the vicious cycle or winning the support of villagers. There was little chance 

that the Strategic Hamlet program could be implemented. Moreover, there seemed to 

be little hope of altering Diem and Nhu’s methods of governing.103
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Kennedy’s instructions after the coup in November 1963 were to help the ‘new 

government to be effective in every way that we can’. It was, according to Kennedy, 

‘ineffectiveness, loss of popular confidence, and the prospect of defeat that were 

decisive in shaping our relations to the Diem regime’.104

McNamara visited Saigon on December 19-20, 1963. He began his report to 

Johnson with the grim observation that ‘current trends, unless reversed in the next 2-3 

months, will lead to neutralization at best and more likely to a Communist-controlled 

state’. The new GVN was ‘indecisive and drifting’. The Generals had little experience 

in political administration and no talent for it. The provinces were receiving little or 

no direction. The NLF now controlled ‘very high proportions of the people in certain 

key provinces’.

  

105 McCone concurred: there was ‘no organized government in South 

Vietnam at this time’.106

Taylor and McNamara were again despatched to South Vietnam in early 

March 1964. The situation had grown even worse. Large segments of the population 

were apathetic and indifferent. There were high rates of desertion from the ARVN. 

The governance structure from Saigon out to the hamlets had disappeared following 

the coup against Diem. Power vacuums in many rural areas had resulted in confusion 

and disorder. The viability of the current Khanh regime was uncertain.

  

107 A CIA 

assessment on May 15 stated that ‘the over-all situation in South Vietnam remains 

extremely fragile’.108

Serious anti-American and anti-Khanh demonstrations by dissident Buddhists 

and students erupted in the major cities of Hue, Danang and Saigon on August 23. 

Another CIA opinion on September 28 concluded that ‘the signs of deterioration’ in 

the RVN  

  

… are so many and so clear … that the odds now favour a continuing decay of 
South Vietnamese will and effectiveness in coming weeks, sufficient to 
imperil the political base for present US policy and objectives in South 
Vietnam.109
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The Joint Chiefs of Staff also agreed. Action against the DRV was required now ‘to 

prevent the collapse of the US position in Southeast Asia’.110

Ambassador Taylor arrived in Washington for talks on November 26. He 

reported that more important than the deteriorating situation in the countryside was 

‘the continued weakness of the central government’, because this was ‘the prime 

cause’. It was ‘impossible to foresee a stable and effective government under any 

name in anything like the near future’. Washington was ‘playing a losing game’. 

Given the insurgency had now progressed this far, Taylor conceded that regardless of 

the prospects for political stability, ‘we will not succeed in the end unless we drive the 

DRV out of its reinforcing role’.

 It seems clear that by 

the end of October 1964, both the intelligence and military establishments had made 

the interpretation that South Vietnam was a “failed state”. 

111

Taylor commented on January 6, 1965 that no one could have ‘appreciated the 

magnitude of the centrifugal political forces which had been kept under control’ by 

Diem. He then made the explicit point that it was the deficiencies in South Vietnam’s 

political culture that led to state ineffectiveness and institutional failure, and that 

Washington could not change these in the short-run. The basic factors responsible for 

the endemic political turmoil were chronic factionalism, civilian-military distrust, and 

lack of experience in modern administration. In addition and compounding this were 

the intangible factors: an ‘absence of national spirit and motivation’, and a ‘lack of 

cohesion in the social structure’.

 From this point the Country Team also dropped its 

recommendation that a viable Saigon government was a prerequisite for attacking 

North Vietnam. This marked a convergence with the Defense, military, and 

intelligence viewpoint that attacks on the North would have the effect of consolidating 

and galvanising the South. The President was yet to share this conviction.  

112

This observation clearly implies the inadequacy of the instrumental view of 

the state posited by modernisation theories, and calls into question whether a South 

Vietnamese state was a viable proposition at all. Taylor concluded that ‘some things 

we clearly cannot do – change national characteristics, create leadership where it does 

not exist, raise large additional GVN forces or seal porous frontiers to infiltration’. 

About the only thing that Washington could do in the short-term was a ‘program of 
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graduated air attacks directed against the will of the DRV’.113

This section has demonstrated that in the face of the NLF insurgency, the 

South Vietnamese state failed to maintain even minimal levels of administrative 

competence and territorial control, or to effectively carry out its rural pacification 

program. This constituted an unacceptable breach of Washington’s expectations for a 

stable, non-communist international order in Southeast Asia. As shown in the 

previous section, the collapse of the RVN to communism was seen by Washington as 

a disastrous US defeat in bipolar context that would imperil the free world strategic 

position not only in Southeast Asia, but right across the global periphery.  

 Taylor’s memorandum 

clearly demonstrates the acute contradictions inherent in a postcolonial pattern of 

order overlaid by the Cold War distribution of capabilities. Unviable states created 

through the rights-based model of postcolonial sovereignty could not in strategic areas 

be left to their own devices due to the exigencies of bipolar competition. The RVN 

was a double contradiction: an unviable postcolonial state created purely by virtue of 

the bipolar distribution.  

5.4.3 Domestic risk sensitivity 

More so than in the previous nineteenth century case study, domestic risk sensitivity 

was critical to the interpretation of state failure in South Vietnam. This section first 

reconstructs a sense of the risk sensitivity that prevailed in the United States during 

this period. It then demonstrates that, in respecting the public’s requirement for both 

strength and peace, Johnson was not prepared to either “lose” Vietnam or get the 

country into a “war” in an election year. Even after the election, Johnson remained 

uncommitted until the latest implosion of the Saigon regime from December 1964 

was closely followed by a series of NLF attacks on US personnel in early February. 

Elite perceptions of domestic risk sensitivity were shaped in this case by opinion 

polling, but perhaps more importantly by the direct past experiences of appeasement 

in the 1930s, World War II, Truman’s “loss” of China, and the Korean War. This 

section also shows how much Johnson’s decision-making was influenced by a 

personal fear of being seen as weak in national security affairs.  

The theoretical framework advanced in chapter 3 argues that heightened 

sensitivity to risk is positively associated with the subjective capacity to manage risk 

and control future outcomes. The assumption of all post-war US administrations was 
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that preponderant American power bestowed on it a unique responsibility to foster 

and maintain a world order in which liberal institutions could flourish.114 American 

exceptionalism and preponderant material capacity meant that failures to control 

international events produced ‘greater anxiety and a greater sense of threat in the 

United States than in other countries’.115 Despite the United States’ great material 

prosperity in the 1950s and ‘60s, American society was pervaded by the deep 

insecurities of confronting a hostile and seemingly inexorable Communist 

expansionism, in which the risk of nuclear annihilation was inherent, and at times 

palpable. The pervasiveness of Cold War fears and constant attendant anxiety bred an 

atmosphere of conformity that was deeply intolerant and suspicious.116 As the conduit 

between elite decision-makers and the public, the mainstream media was constitutive 

of the unrelentingly insecure Cold War environment.117

Sensitivity was most acutely felt in possible risks to international order with 

the potential to escalate to nuclear war. During the Eisenhower administration, Soviet 

development of thermonuclear weapons and delivery capabilities meant that even the 

world’s most powerful and hitherto relatively isolated country could not escape a 

direct threat to its national survival.

 

118 Moreover, nuclear deterrence required the tacit 

cooperation of the Soviet “other”; the mortal enemy whose ideological disposition and 

behaviour eluded American understandings, and was the source of its uncertainty and 

insecurity. The condition of mutually assured destruction was profoundly distressing 

to a society which had ‘historically sought to ensure total control of its own security 

through unilateral action’.119

The period of peak Cold War insecurity began with the Soviet launch of 

Sputnik in 1957, perceptions of a dangerous “missile-gap”, repeated crises over Berlin 

in 1958-59 and 1961, and culminating in October 1962 with the Cuban missile 

crisis.

 

120
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nuclear shelter-building in the early 1960s.121 Polls in the early 1960s indicated that a 

majority of the American public believed that there would be another world war 

within five years; and in such a war hydrogen bombs would be dropped on the United 

States with respondent’s holding little chance of their own survival.122

Nuclear insecurity coincided also with the perception of Soviet and Chinese 

bellicosity in fomenting Third World revolution. Direct nuclear tension with the 

Soviet Union eased after the Cuban crisis, but fears remained high that limited wars 

could escalate. The belief was widespread that any civil conflict in the “free world” 

periphery must be supported by the Soviet or Chinese communists. In 1964, China 

overtook Russia in American public opinion as the greater threat to world peace.

 

123 

While opinion polling indicated a clear desire to contain communism, after Korea 

there was little support for direct US military intervention in the Third World. On the 

other hand, initiatives toward belligerence such as in the Taiwan Straits and Lebanon 

crises, the abortive Bay of Pigs invasion, and the resumption of atmospheric nuclear 

testing in 1962, all significantly bolstered presidential approval ratings.124 Similar to 

the previous case study, the public required both peace and strength. Arms control and 

peace initiatives were always supported in public opinion, but so were increases in 

military programmes and expenditures.125

Kennedy was aware of the paradox of public opinion. He commented on 

January 25, 1961 that ‘the American people are very bellicose in their attitudes … to 

Russia and Cuba, but at the same time, they very strongly do not want to go to 

war’.

  

126 Few were prepared to rule out the prospect that direct US involvement in 

Indochina carried the potential to escalate to a general nuclear war. More likely, 

however, was a repeat of Korea: a large, inconclusive and costly ground war with 

China.127
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well understood by the public, and would likely attract ‘sharp domestic partisan 

criticism’.128

Kennedy’s counterinsurgency policy in Indochina did not involve direct 

combat by US forces. It was left to Johnson to manage the domestic politics of 

combat intervention in Vietnam. In approaching the problem, Johnson was keenly 

aware of the political legacy of Truman’s “loss” of China and the experience of 

Korea, but was resolved that communist expansionism would be contained in 

Vietnam.

  

129 In a telephone conversation with John S. Knight, editor of the Miami 

Herald on February 3, 1964, for example, Johnson said that one of the things he could 

do was ‘run and let the dominoes start falling over. And God Almighty, what they 

said about us leaving China would be just warming up, compared to what they’d say 

now’. Johnson was very concerned that Vietnam could derail his election campaign 

later in the year: Republican frontrunners Richard Nixon and Barry Goldwater were 

already ‘raising hell about it’.130

Johnson commented to Bundy on March 4, 1964 that the JCS were urging him 

to either ‘get in or get out’, both unpalatable options in an election year. With respect 

to “getting in”, the President said that 

 

… we haven’t got any Congress that will go with us, and we haven’t got any 
mothers that will go with us in a war. And nine months I’m just an inherited – 
I’m a trustee. I’ve got to win an election. Or Nixon or somebody else has. And 
then you can make a decision. 
 

The way forward, at least until the election, would be to ‘find enough things’ to keep 

the communists ‘off base’ without getting ‘another Korean operation started’.131 The 

JCS record stated that ‘the President accepted the need for punishing Hanoi without 

debate’, but pointed to his political difficulties. It was apparent that he did ‘not want 

to lose South Vietnam before next November nor does he want to get the country into 

war’.132

Contrary to Defense, JCS and CIA estimates, all of which unanimously held 

that the risks of a land war with China or a general nuclear war were very small, 

 That an interpretation of state failure in South Vietnam, and the formulation 

of an interventionist response was dependent on election timing, was clearly 

recognised by Washington’s elite decision-makers in March 1964.  
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leading State Department officials Rusk and Ball were less convinced, a position more 

in line with that of Congressional leaders. Rusk, personally, seemed convinced that 

the United States would go to war, if necessary, against both the DRV and China ‘to 

keep Laos and South Vietnam from being overrun by the Communists’. Washington 

was therefore obliged to take all possible measures ‘to strengthen South Vietnam 

because the alternative is the use of force’ with all its attendant risks of major war.133

Input into the elite decision-making process from Congress tended to mirror 

Rusk’s view. For instance, in a May 27, 1964 conversation with Chair of the Senate 

Armed Services Committee, Richard Russell, Johnson said that most of his advisors 

did not believe ‘that the Chinese Communists will come into this thing. But they don’t 

know and nobody can really be sure’. Russell didn’t see how the administration could 

get out of this mess ‘without fighting a major war with the Chinese’. Johnson said he 

did not think the American people were ready for such a war: ‘I don’t think the people 

of the country know much about Vietnam and I think they care a hell of a lot less’. 

The conversation turned to the hawkish Republican position. Johnson commented that 

‘all the Senators, Nixon and Rockefeller and Goldwater all saying let’s move, let’s go 

into the North’. The President concluded by observing that “practically everyone” was 

saying he had to go in.

 

134

Sustained opinion polling on Vietnam commenced only around mid-1964, 

demonstrating its growing importance as a domestic political issue. A Gallop poll 

published on May 27 showed that while 65 percent of respondents had no opinion, 

most of the remainder thought the administration was mishandling the issue.

 

135 An 

American Institute of Public Opinion (AIPO) poll also taken in May 1964 showed that 

there was still low public awareness of the issue, with 63 percent saying they paid no 

attention to it, and equal proportions of around 3-4 percent favouring the options of 

escalate, withdrawal, or to continue present policy.136

The President’s opinion that little alternative existed to some direct form of 

US intervention after the election seems to have firmed by early June 1964. This was 

clearly based in large part on Johnson’s personal fears of humiliation. In another 

conversation with Russell on June 11, 1964, Johnson said he did not ‘believe the 
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American people ever want me to run. If I lose it, I think they’ll say I’ve lost … At the 

same time, I don’t want to commit us to a war’. Russell said, ‘as a practical matter, 

we’re in there and I don’t know how the hell you can tell the American people you’re 

coming out … They’ll think that you’ve just been whipped, you’ve been ruined, 

you’re scared. It’d be disastrous’. Johnson replied that he would have to say to the 

public, ‘I didn’t get you in there, but we’re in here by treaty and our national honor’s 

at stake’.137

A few days later on June 16, 1964, Johnson spoke to McNamara about his 

meeting the previous evening with influential columnist, Joseph Alsop, and lawyer 

Clark Clifford, who replaced McNamara in 1968 as Defense Secretary. Johnson said 

‘they think we’re about to lose the greatest race the United States has ever lost’. It 

would ‘be the first time that we’ve ever turned tail and then shoved out of a place’. 

McNamara replied that ‘I just don’t believe we can be pushed out of there, Mr. 

President. We just can’t allow it to be done. You wouldn’t want to go down in history 

as having …’ Johnson cut McNamara off by saying ‘not at all’.

 

138

The Tonkin Gulf episode served to substantially raise public awareness of the 

Vietnam issue. A Harris Poll taken in the days after the reprisal strikes found that 85 

percent endorsed the actions. In an AIPO poll taken in August 1964, which asked 

what should be done next in Vietnam, the “don’t know category” had decreased to 30 

percent, less than half the 63 percent recorded in May. Of the other options, four 

percent favoured withdrawal and 10 percent negotiation; while 41 percent favoured 

keeping troops there and/or more forceful action.

  

139 Johnson said on August 10 that 

he was satisfied with what had been accomplished. The reaction from Congress had 

been good, ‘and also from the people, judging by the polls’. He said the present 

indecisive situation would not last much longer.140

In the weeks following, and during the election campaign, Johnson made a 

succession of speeches and public comments in which he placed the administration’s 

Vietnam actions in the line of Cold War containment policy from Greece and Turkey 

through Berlin, Korea, the Taiwan Straits, Lebanon, and the Cuban Missile Crisis.
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In balancing this show of strength with the desire to avert a major war, Johnson also 

emphasised that future policy changes would keep the Vietnam commitment limited 

while containing communism. Johnson refused any specific mention in the election 

campaign of the likely move to direct military intervention after the election. This was 

contrasted with the more hawkish Republican position of “going north” with all US 

military resources.142 In response, Johnson repeatedly emphasised the overbearing 

presence of China ‘there on the border with 700 million men, with over 200 million in 

their army’. He argued that ‘we could get tied down in a land war in Asia very quickly 

if we sought to throw our weight around’.143

Johnson won the November 3 election in a landslide, one of the largest in US 

history. The Election Year Survey found that 46 percent of respondents now favoured 

escalation in Vietnam with only 13 percent supporting withdrawal.

 

144 A further series 

of opinion polls in January and February 1965 lent support to a policy of intensifying 

the limited actions. The January AIPO poll had 50 percent support for continued US 

involvement in Vietnam. The February AIPO poll recorded 66 percent support for 

continuing present efforts, while a LA Times national poll had 40 percent support for 

preventing a communist takeover.145

This section has shown that the exigencies of domestic risk sensitivity in this 

case revolved around the public opinion requirements to maintain strength in 

containing Asian communism, while avoiding a large ground war with China or an 

escalation toward general war with the Soviet Union. The need to display personal 

strength vis-à-vis both the communists and the Republicans was also shown to be a 

critically important factor in Johnson’s decision-making. Johnson was not prepared to 

either “lose” Vietnam or get the country into a conflict in Asia in an election year. 

This was despite the many reports cited in the previous sections that South Vietnam 

 Johnson could be reasonably confident to carry 

public opinion with him in a limited combat intervention provided it did not escalate 

to a wider war with China or the Soviet Union.  
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R. Dee, Publisher, 2005), 26-27. 
143 ‘Remarks in Memorial Hall, Akron University’, Oct. 21, 1964, Public Papers, 1963-64, 1391. 
144 See Table 2 in William L. Lunch and Peter W. Sperlich, ‘American Public Opinion and the War in 
Vietnam’, The Western Political Quarterly 32, no. 1 (1979): 27; SRC polling in November 1964 
supported this finding, while the November AIPO poll did not show any clearer trend than in previous 
months; see Mueller, War, Presidents and Public Opinion, 54, 81. 
145 Mueller, War, Presidents and Public Opinion, 54, 82. 
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was a failed state. This clearly shows the partly constructed nature of state failure. It is 

based in large part on considerations external to the empirical conditions within weak 

states. 

5.5 Response formulation 

The analysis thus far has demonstrated that the interpretation of South Vietnam as a 

state failure can be understood in the context of Cold War bipolarity and transnational 

disorder in a sensitive strategic location along the Asian rim of the communist bloc. 

By early February 1965, the RVN was deemed to have failed. It had been, according 

to most observers, without any organised government and on the verge of collapse 

throughout 1964. South Vietnam had an army supported by US aid and advisors. 

There had been no “state” in any political or administrative sense since Diem’s 

removal in November 1963. The unanimous verdict of all intelligence reports and the 

Country Team was that without direct US intervention, the country would be lost to 

communism. It was felt that most of the weak, postcolonial states of Southeast Asia 

would then accommodate to Chinese communist influence. This would embolden 

communist forces across the Third World, with disastrous strategic implications. 

These developments engaged strongly from 1964 with elite perceptions of domestic 

risk sensitivity. The American public required both strength in standing up to the 

communists and peace in avoiding a large, protracted ground war with China, or a 

nuclear confrontation with the Soviet Union. These became key themes during the 

response formulation phase analysed below. 

The evidence examined from the interpretation phase of the case study 

supports the proposition made in chapter 3 that the threshold for state failure in a 

bipolar system with a heterogenous pattern of order is very high. In this case, 

“external” aggression from Hanoi had to be emphasised to meet the minimum 

threshold for intervention under UN Charter principles, rather than addressing the 

internal problems of South Vietnam. The analysis also supports the argument made in 

chapter 2 that interpretations of state failure are made in large part by reference to 

factors other than the empirical conditions within weak states. It was only after the 

November 1964 presidential election, for example, that Johnson decided the state had 

unequivocally failed. This was despite consistent information that there had been no 

organised government at all in South Vietnam over the previous year. There was some 

consideration in this case, particularly by Ambassador Taylor, of the unpropitious 
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social dynamics in South Vietnam that would mitigate against state effectiveness even 

in the absence of the NLF insurgency.146

The process by which leading states formulate an interventionist response to 

state failure is conditioned in analytical priority by the distribution of capabilities, 

pattern of international order, and domestic risk sensitivity. The mode of a unilateral 

and indefinite intervention, limited in scope, was formulated between February 6, 

1965 and when large combat force deployments were announced on July 28. The 

unilateral intervention is a function of polarity and risk. The indefinite duration is a 

function of the pattern of order and distribution of capabilities. The limited scope is a 

function of both order and domestic risk sensitivity. The following analysis will show 

that the primary motive for the intervention was to maintain US prestige or 

“credibility” by protecting South Vietnam from communist aggression. This would 

also meet Johnson’s “strength” requirements in the domestic political sphere. The 

objectives of the intervention were to “maintain” or “preserve” a free, independent 

and stable RVN, consistent with the provisions of the Geneva Accords. 

 Decision-makers also made the point that 

South Vietnam in itself was probably not worth the resources or effort, but that the 

credibility of the US world position meant that the RVN could not be allowed to 

collapse and be absorbed into the communist bloc.  

5.5.1 Distribution of capabilities 

This section shows that in formulating an interventionist response to state failure, 

Washington had to balance the strategic imperatives of demonstrating the credibility 

of America’s global commitments by preventing the collapse of South Vietnam, while 

avoiding a wider war with China or general war with the Soviet Union. During the 

first half of 1965, consistent reports from US intelligence agencies and direct contacts 

with both Beijing and Moscow suggested that a wider war was highly unlikely if US 

military actions remained geographically limited to Indochina; did not threaten the 

survival of the DRV; did not attack Chinese planes or shipping; and that ground 

forces did not approach Chinese borders. These strategic imperatives informed all 

decision-making during the response formulation phase and the mode of intervention 

that followed.  

                                                 
146 See Charles A. Joiner, ‘The Ubiquity of the Administrative Role in Counterinsurgency’, Asian 
Survey 7, no. 8 (1967): 540-41, 546. 



 

 133 

The response formulation phase opened with a restatement of the strategic 

stakes. Bundy argued on February 7, 1965 that direct US intervention to prevent the 

collapse of South Vietnam to communism was a necessity:  

… the stakes in Vietnam are extremely high. The American investment is very 
large, and American responsibility is a fact of life … The international prestige 
of the United States, and a substantial part of our influence, are directly at risk 
in Vietnam. There is no way of unloading the burden on the Vietnamese 
themselves, and there is no way of negotiating ourselves out of Vietnam which 
offers any serious promise at present.147

 
 

On February 11, the JCS proposed a program of direct air strikes on North Vietnam 

code named Rolling Thunder. The JCS assessed that neither the Soviet Union nor 

China would become directly involved but would provide increased materiel support 

to Hanoi.148 Johnson approved the first strikes on February 24. The logic of 

committing ground forces to protect the expanded air commitment quickly became 

apparent. The preliminary elements of two Marine battalions arrived at Danang on 

Vietnam’s Central Coast on March 8, 1965. The CIA reported that there was no sign 

of a military response from either the DRV or China. The Soviet Union seemed ‘more 

worried about the dangers of escalation and anxious to reassure itself of the limited 

character of US military action’.149

It was deemed questionable by March 16 that air operations alone would 

compel Hanoi to stop infiltration or order the NLF to observe a ceasefire. Bundy 

argued that Washington’s bargaining position in future negotiations could only be 

enhanced with greater numbers of ground forces.

  

150 The JCS recommended that ‘US 

land forces should be introduced in a combatant role, in such strengths as to achieve 

an effective margin of combat power’.151 On April 1, the President approved two 

additional Marine battalions and an increase in existing US force levels by 18-20,000 

personnel, largely to fill out existing deployments. Most crucially, however, the US 

mission in Vietnam was modified with ground forces now authorised to engage in 

counterinsurgency operations at General Westmoreland’s discretion. A gradually 

increasing tempo of air operations was also approved, although staying out of range of 

Hanoi’s Soviet-supplied air defences.152

                                                 
147 Bundy to Johnson, Feb. 7, 1965, FRUS, 1964-1968, vol. 2, doc. 84.  

 McCone questioned the wisdom of the 

148 JCS to McNamara, Feb. 11, 1965, doc. 109.  
149 Memorandum by Cline, attach. in Cline to Bundy, Mar. 8, 1965,  doc. 190.  
150 Memorandum by Bundy, Mar. 16, 1965, doc. 200.  
151 JCS to McNamara, Mar. 20, 1965, doc. 208.  
152 McCone to Carter (Deputy Director, CIA), Apr. 1, 1965, doc. 230; NSAM, Apr. 6, 1965, doc. 242. 



 

 134 

increasing US ground commitment if the policy remained to alter the will of Hanoi. In 

McCone’s judgement, ‘forcing submission of the VC can only be brought about by a 

decision in Hanoi’. Since the continuing action against the North remained modest, it 

would not impose the levels of damage necessary to compel Hanoi to change its 

behaviour.153

Johnson explained the changes to the prosecution of Vietnam policy in a major 

speech at Johns Hopkins University on April 7. Johnson emphasised the external 

aspect of the conflict. He argued that ‘North Viet-Nam has attacked the independent 

nation of South Vietnam. Its object is total conquest’. Johnson conceded that ‘some of 

the people of South Viet-Nam are participating in attack on their own government. 

But trained men and supplies, orders and arms, flow in a constant stream from North 

to South’. The President linked the conflict directly to the distribution of capabilities 

in East Asia. Hovering over the war, ‘and all of Asia’, was ‘the deepening shadow of 

Communist China’. The US objective was ‘the independence of South Viet-Nam and 

its freedom from attack’. The air attacks on North Vietnam were not a change of 

purpose, but ‘a change in what we believe that purpose requires’.

  

154

In remarks to Congress on May 4, Johnson again linked Hanoi’s “conquest of 

the South” to the distribution of capabilities and US prestige. The President argued 

that Hanoi’s objective was not simply to take over South Vietnam, but also to show 

that Washington’s international commitments were worthless. Johnson made the 

undertaking that ‘we cannot and we will not and we must not withdraw or be 

defeated. The stakes are too high, the commitment too deep, the lessons of history too 

plain’. Ultimately, if American commitments were not credible in South Vietnam, 

they were not credible in Berlin or anywhere else.

  

155

McNamara returned from the annual Honolulu meeting with Commander-in-

Chief Pacific, Admiral Sharp, Taylor and MACV commander, Westmoreland, with 

the view that the DRV would not capitulate or come to terms in the near future. Any 

settlement with Hanoi would more likely come as a result of a NLF failure than the 

bombing campaign. This meeting indicates a break in the consensus that had built 

since early 1964 that bombing the North was the key to maintaining the position in the 

 

                                                 
153 McCone to Rusk, Apr. 2, 1965, attach. in McCone to Johnson, undated, doc. 234.  
154 Lyndon B. Johnson, ‘Pattern for Peace in Southeast Asia’, Apr. 7, 1965, Dept. of State Bulletin 52, 
no. 1348 (1965): 606-07. 
155 ‘Congress Approves Supplemental Appropriation for Vietnam’, May 4, 1965, Dept. of State Bulletin 
52, no. 1352 (1965): 817-19. 
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South. The strategy emerging from this meeting was to ‘break the will’ of the NLF-

DRV by ‘denying them victory’ on the ground.156

On May 31, 1965 a message from the PRC was delivered through the British 

Embassy in Beijing. It indicated that China would not “provoke” a war with the 

United States. The PRC was, however, prepared for war, and if its territory was 

bombed, ‘that would mean war and there would be no limits to the war’. The message 

was unequivocal that ‘China would take direct part in the conflict only “if the war was 

expanded to Chinese territory”’.

 Johnson was advised of the 

outcome of the meeting on April 20, 1965.  

157

From Moscow, Ambassador Bohlen advised on June 2 that even if the United 

States attacked Soviet-supplied and supported aircraft in North Vietnam, the USSR 

would not respond militarily in Europe or Asia.

  

158 On July 21, Averell Harriman, 

Johnson’s Ambassador at Large, met with Soviet Premier Kosygin. Kosygin 

communicated that Moscow envisaged any political settlement as retaining the 

strategic status quo and existing boundary between North and South Vietnam.159

The final stages of the response formulation phase began on July 1.

 

There was no warning or indication that the Soviet Union would oppose intervention 

in South Vietnam on the limited terms proposed. These direct contacts were consistent 

with most intelligence estimates and would have appeared to allay wider strategic 

concerns that the proposed combat intervention could escalate.  
160

                                                 
156 McNamara to Johnson, Apr. 21, 1965, FRUS, 1964-1968, vol. 2, doc. 265.   

 Bundy 

presented President Johnson with four policy recommendations from Rusk, Ball, 

McNamara and W. Bundy, with respect to intensifying the bombing campaign and 

introducing the 175,000 combat troops requested by Westmoreland in an offensive 

role. Rusk advanced the rationale that Washington should not be concerned with what 

Saigon would do if it was left alone. America was involved ‘in South Viet-Nam only 

because of the aggression of Hanoi’. Rusk linked the US response to South Vietnam’s 

state failure directly to the distribution of capabilities and US global credibility rather 

than the internal situation in South Vietnam: ‘the integrity of the US commitment is 

the principal pillar of peace throughout the world’. If it became unreliable, ‘the 

157 Editorial Note, FRUS, 1964-1968, vol. 2, doc. 321.  
158 McNamara to Johnson, June 2, 1965, doc. 325.  
159 Quoted in Editorial Note, FRUS, 1964-1968, vol. 3, doc. 68.  
160 The “July decisions” are regarded as marking the definitive change in Vietnam policy from indirect 
advisory involvement to direct combat intervention; see Herring, America’s Longest War, 142. 
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communist world would draw conclusions that would lead to our ruin and almost 

certainly to a catastrophic war’.161

Rusk also made clear that disorder contiguous to large communist states was 

the principle transnational risk in the bipolar Cold War system. He held, however, that 

 

… Moscow and Peiping do not wish a general war with us over Southeast 
Asia. Our problem, therefore, is to deny to Hanoi success in South Viet-Nam 
without taking action on our side which would force the other side to move to 
higher levels of conflict.  
 

Rusk’s recommendation was to concentrate maximum effort in South Vietnam 

through air attacks and ground intervention by the proposed 34 US battalions 

augmented by 10 battalions from South Korea, Australia and New Zealand. Rusk 

argued that the air war in North Vietnam was supplementary.162

Ball argued that most evidence suggested the RVN was a lost cause. The 

outcome of present proposals would be ‘a protracted war involving an open-ended 

commitment of US forces, mounting US casualties, no assurance of a satisfactory 

solution, and a serious danger of escalation’. Ball stressed the urgency of coming to a 

compromise solution now. No further troops should be deployed. Bombing should 

continue in its current limited form without attacking the Hanoi area and staying clear 

of China. In conjunction with this “holding pattern”, serious diplomatic feelers should 

be sent indicating a genuine willingness to compromise rather than simply demanding 

Hanoi’s capitulation.

 This contradicted the 

earlier CIA position under McCone, which held that Hanoi was unlikely to desist 

without massive aerial bombardment of its industrial and population centres.  

163

In sharp contrast to Ball, McNamara began by stating that ‘our objective is to 

create conditions for a favorable settlement by demonstrating to the VC/DRV that the 

odds are against their winning’. McNamara laid out the expanded military plan for a 

proposed ground combat intervention. The deployments would be augmented by 

intense air attacks on NLF positions in the South. The aerial bombardment of North 

Vietnam would be intensified to strike all infrastructure related to the war effort, 

including communications and supply lines between the DRV and PRC. McNamara 

felt that a negotiated settlement would become a realistic option only after the tide had 

turned in the United States’ favour. McNamara assessed that the Soviet and Chinese 

 

                                                 
161 Paper by Rusk, July 1, 1965, FRUS, 1964-68, vol. 3, doc. 39.  
162 Ibid. 
163 Paper by Ball, undated, sent to Bundy, July 1, 1965, doc. 40.  
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reaction would be limited to the provision of aid and equipment to Hanoi. Greater 

overt involvement by the People’s Army of North Vietnam (PAVN) was conceded as 

a serious possibility when the tide began to turn against the NLF.164

The fourth recommendation from W. Bundy was a middle-ground proposal. 

Its main thrust was that maximum air power should be used against the NLF in the 

South. Bundy also advocated an increase in troop levels to only 85,000 effectively the 

filling out of units already there. Troops would act offensively only ‘where a battle 

has been or can be joined and US military advantages are greatest’ but ‘not in general 

countryside operations’. Bundy also recommended stepping up the bombing of the 

North while avoiding the Hanoi-Haiphong and Chinese border areas. Every effort 

should continue to be made to consolidate the Saigon government. Discreet contacts 

should also be made with Hanoi and the NLF for opening channels and playing on 

historic Vietnamese fears of Chinese domination.

  

165

At the NSC meeting of July 27, the President acknowledged the grim situation 

in South Vietnam and laid out five choices as he saw it. These were to use massive air 

power ‘to bring the enemy to his knees’. Only a small minority were advocating this 

option. The second choice was simply to withdraw, but Johnson said this was also a 

minority position: most Americans felt that national honour was at stake and 

commitments must be kept. The third choice was to keep forces and activities at the 

present level and continue to lose slowly. No one was advocating this. The fourth 

choice was to ‘ask for everything we might desire from Congress - money, authority 

to call up the reserves, acceptance of the deployment of more combat battalions’. 

Many favoured this course, but it was only likely to prompt greater Chinese and 

Soviet aid to the DRV. Johnson said the administration would embark on a fifth 

choice: to do what was necessary to meet the present situation, without being  

 The President did not make any 

immediate decision.  

… unnecessarily provocative to either the Russians or the Communist 
Chinese. We will give the commanders the men they say they need and, out of 
existing materiel in the US, we will give them the materiel they say they need. 
We will get the necessary money in the new budget and will use our transfer 
authority until January. 
 

                                                 
164 McNamara to Johnson, July 1, 1965, doc. 38.  
165 Memorandum by W. Bundy, July 1, 1965, doc. 41.   
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The policy was not opposed by anyone at the meeting.166 Later in the day after a 

meeting with the joint congressional leadership, Johnson said ‘he was giving 

Westmoreland what he needed’.167

Johnson held a press conference on July 28 to explain the expansion of US 

involvement. He said that the ‘central fact’ of the conflict in South Vietnam was that 

it was ‘guided by North Viet-Nam, and it is spurred by Communist China. Its goal is 

to conquer the South, to defeat American power, and to extend the Asiatic dominion 

of communism’. Momentous strategic stakes were in the balance. An Asia threatened 

by communist domination ‘would certainly imperil the security of the United States 

itself’. The President reiterated the Munich analogy that a withdrawal from Vietnam 

would simply mean a renewal of conflicts from country to country. The primary 

motive for the intervention in South Vietnam was prestige-based: to ‘convince the 

communists that we cannot be defeated by force of arms or superior power’.

 

168

The President also clearly stated on July 28 that America did not choose the 

task of defending Vietnam against communist aggression, but there was no one else. 

US allies South Korea, Australia and New Zealand did contribute to the combat 

intervention. But there could be no multilateral authorisation by the UN Security 

Council due to the Soviet veto. Zero-sum Cold War bipolarity could only produce a 

unilateral intervention.  

  

This section has shown that during the response formulation phase, the 

exigencies of bipolarity produced a unilateral mode of intervention, indefinite in 

duration. If the scope of the intervention was kept limited, as envisaged, any strategic 

constraints circumscribing its duration would not be as compelling as in the previous 

multipolar case study. Domestic risk sensitivity also contributed to the unilateral 

mode of intervention as shown in section 5.5.3 below. The primary motive of 

defending South Vietnam from communist aggression was a product of bipolarity and 

domestic risk sensitivity. Its achievement would satisfy the US prestige requirement 

to uphold the credibility of its Cold War commitments. It also fulfilled Johnson’s need 

to demonstrate strength in national security policy. 

                                                 
166 NSC Meeting, July 27, 1965, doc. 93.  
167 Recorded in Meeting with Joint Congressional Leadership, July 27, 1965, doc. 94.  
168 Lyndon B. Johnson, ‘We Will Stand in Viet-Nam’, July 28, 1965, Dept. of State Bulletin 53, no. 
1364 (1965): 262-65.  
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5.5.2 Pattern of order 

This section shows that, constrained by the distribution of capabilities, the bombing of 

North Vietnam was ineffective in arresting the transnational disorder in the South. 

Continuing indications of the imminent collapse of South Vietnam combined with 

assessments of increasing NLF strength clearly threatened the US requirement for a 

stable anti-communist international order. This prompted the change of course to a 

direct ground combat intervention. The section also demonstrates that, as in the 

previous case study, the objectives for the intervention were consistent with both the 

superficial diagnosis of the governance problems in South Vietnam, and the pattern of 

international order.  

On February 24, 1965, with Johnson finally convinced that the likelihood of a 

viable South Vietnamese state emerging under the current circumstances was nil, the 

first systematic air strikes against the North were approved. The following day Rusk 

acknowledged the administration’s deep concern about ‘the essential unity and 

solidarity of the Government in Saigon’. The point was then made that, consistent 

with international order, US involvement was to be based solely on the ‘external 

aspect of the matter’. Rusk argued that ‘the pacification of the country would be easy 

if the external aggression were stopped’.169 Taylor reported similarly on March 7 that 

infiltration from the DRV continued as the core of the problem. Given that the RVN’s 

frontiers could not be closed from the inside, the purpose of the bombing campaign 

should be to ‘get Hanoi to order it to stop’.170

On April 7, 1965, Johnson made his first major speech on Vietnam since the 

air campaign and Marine deployments. The objectives for the intensified US actions 

were given in a language of liberal international order. Johnson stated that ‘tonight 

Americans and Asians are dying for a world where each people may choose its own 

path to change’. The United States was joining the fight because this was a necessity 

‘if we are to live in a world where every country can shape its own destiny, and only 

in such a world will our own freedom be finally secure’. The President stated that 

‘North Viet-Nam has attacked the independent nation of South Vietnam’. Because 

America fought ‘for principle, rather than territory or colonies’, its patience and 

 This was the purpose of Rolling 

Thunder. 

                                                 
169 ‘Secretary Rusk’s News Conference of February 25’, Dept. of State Bulletin 52, no. 1342 (1965): 
364-68. 
170 Saigon to State, Mar. 7, 1965, FRUS, 1964-68, vol. 2, doc. 186.  
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determination in resisting the aggression would be unending. The only reasonable 

path to a settlement was consistent with the pattern of order: ‘an independent South 

Viet-Nam – securely guaranteed and able to shape its own relationships to all others – 

free from outside interference’.171

By early June 1965, further political turmoil in Saigon and a series of major 

ARVN defeats in the field had eroded any residual optimism prompted by the 

bombing campaign and initial troop deployments. Captured documents indicated an 

imminent NLF summer offensive that would be a further serious challenge. Morale in 

the ARVN had dropped precipitately after being temporarily boosted by the US air 

campaign. Desertion rates were high. The Country Team argued that currently ‘the 

cumulative psychological impact of a series of significant ARVN defeats could lead 

to a collapse’, despite the increased US presence.

  

172

The State Department confirmed publicly on June 8 that Westmoreland now 

had authorisation to commit US ground forces to combat in support of the ARVN as 

appropriate. In response to this development, Mansfield wrote to Johnson that this  

 

… formal delegation of authority to Westmoreland to commit American 
combat troops comes at a time when the last semblance of constituted 
government … in Saigon is disappearing. As I understand it, Westmoreland 
will respond to requests from the Vietnamese military not the Vietnamese 
government. This underscores the fact that there is not a government to speak 
of in Saigon. In short we are now at the point where we are no longer dealing 
with anyone who represents anybody in a political sense.173

 
 

Ball also dissented against the drift toward a combat intervention. He argued on June 

18 that since 1961 Washington had met with successive disappointments in Vietnam. 

Administrations had underestimated the NLF. The United States had ‘been unable to 

bring about the creation of a stable political base in Saigon’. Consistent with 

Mansfield, Ball also pointed out that ‘the Saigon Government is becoming more and 

more a fiction – in real terms South Viet-Nam has an army but no government’.174

Ball’s opinion is given much play in the FRUS document series but 

represented a minority view among elite decision-makers. Johnson’s biographer Doris 

Kearns points out, for example, that ‘the policy of escalation was advocated by every 

individual at the highest level of responsibility for actions related to national 
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security’.175 Bundy laid out the majority position to the President on June 30 by 

reference to the pattern of international order. The United States was ‘responding to 

the call of a people under Communist assault, a people undergoing a non-Communist 

national revolution’.176

The final stages of the response formulation phase began on July 1 with the 

four policy recommendations from Rusk, Ball, McNamara and W. Bundy outlined 

above. The President made no immediate decision but sent McNamara to Saigon for 

further reporting. McNamara delivered his report on July 20. It started by reiterating 

the familiar characteristics of state failure of the RVN. The situation was ‘worse than 

a year ago (when it was worse than a year before that)’. The tempo of the war was 

now quickening with a ‘hard VC push’. The economy was in free fall. The odds were 

‘less than even that the Ky government will last out the year’. Rural pacification was 

‘making little progress’. Estimated force ratios between the RVN and NLF were 

almost at parity.

 

177

McNamara elucidated nine outcomes that US policy must achieve based on 

the pattern of order. These were the clearest statement of the limited scope of the 

intervention. They were: to (1) stop NLF attacks and greatly reduce terrorism and 

sabotage; to (2) reduce infiltration from the DRV ‘to a trickle’; a (3) cessation of the 

bombing of North Vietnam; the (4) maintenance of the RVN’s independence; a (5) 

Republic of Vietnam capable of exercising governmental functions over substantially 

all of its territory; the (6) communists remaining quiescent in Laos and Thailand; the 

(7) withdrawal of PAVN and other North Vietnamese personnel from the South; the 

(8) transformation of the NLF into a purely political organisation; and the (9) 

withdrawal of US combat forces, though not aid workers or advisors. McNamara 

argued that his proposed course of action ‘would stave off defeat in the short run and 

offer a good chance of producing a favorable settlement in the longer run’.

 

178 No time 

limit was set for the achievement of these objectives. Johnson indicated on July 28 

that as to the duration of the intervention, ‘there is no quick solution to the problem 

that we face … I would not want to … predict whether it would be a matter of months 

or years or decades’.179

                                                 
175 Kearns, Lyndon Johnson and the American Dream, 261-62. 
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This section has shown that the bombing of North Vietnam to ease pressure on 

the South and bolster its position was ineffectual. The governance situation continued 

to deteriorate as NLF strength increased. This prompted the change in Washington’s 

prosecution of Vietnam policy to a ground combat intervention. The limited scope of 

the intervention, and its indefinite duration, were shown to be a function of the pattern 

of order, consistent with UN Charter principles and the Geneva Accords. As shown in 

the previous section, the distribution of capabilities also contributed to the indefinite 

duration. In laying out these limited objectives, the “external aspect of the matter” was 

consistently emphasised by decision-makers as the only permissible reason for 

intervention under international law. 

5.5.3 Domestic risk sensitivity 

This section shows how domestic risk sensitivity contributed to the formulation of an 

interventionist response to state failure in South Vietnam. It demonstrates that the 

President and most elite decision-makers remained convinced that direct intervention 

must be kept low key and opaque, with graduated escalations and progressive troop 

deployments, in order to avoid politically damaging public perceptions of a large war 

reminiscent of Korea. For example, there was no major speech by the President 

marking the commencement of the Rolling Thunder bombing campaign even though 

it signalled a profound change in operational policy. On February 17 Johnson made 

some standard comments similar to those made in the election campaign on US 

objectives in Vietnam at the end of an address on domestic policy.180

Others in the policy community, particularly from the left of the Democratic 

Party, disputed this approach to public opinion. Johnson’s decision-making was based 

directly on his past political experiences of the “loss” of China, McCarthyism and 

Korea. He failed to appreciate powerful new sources of domestic opposition emerging 

from the left of the political spectrum. Vice-President Hubert Humphrey outlined his 

concerns with the direction Vietnam policy was taking on February 17. Humphrey 

reminded Johnson of the difficult domestic politics for Democrats in going into 

Vietnam. As in Korea, Republicans would attack ‘either for failure to use our military 

power to “win” a total victory, or alternatively for losing the country to the 

 No mention was 

made until April 7 that the decision to embark on the direct and systematic bombing 

of North Vietnam had been taken.  
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Communists’. Humphrey argued that ‘involvement in a full scale war with North 

Vietnam would not make sense to the majority of the American people’. A convincing 

case had to be made to sustain popular support. Humphrey said that ‘in World Wars I 

and II we had this’. But in Korea, even though the United States was acting under UN 

auspices to defend South Korea against overt, cross-border aggression, Washington 

was still unable to sustain domestic political support for fighting China. And now, 

Washington lacked even the advantages it had in Korea. The public would ‘find it 

hard to understand why we risk World War III by enlarging a war under terms we 

found unacceptable 12 years ago in Korea, particularly since the chances of success 

are slimmer’.181

Humphrey argued that if ‘war with China was ruled out by the Truman and 

Eisenhower Administrations alike in 1952-3, at a time when we alone had nuclear 

weapons, people find it hard to contemplate such a war with China now’. No-one 

believed that Moscow would allow the United States ‘to destroy Communist China 

with nuclear weapons, as Russia’s status as a world power would be undermined if 

she did’. And in addition to all this, the public ‘can’t understand why we would run 

grave risks to support a country which is totally unable to put its own house in order’. 

Humphrey accurately predicted that US air bombardments across an international 

border in response to ‘elusive, small-scale terror which has been going on for 10 years 

in what looks like a civil war’ would not be sustainable in public opinion.

  

182

Opinion polling taken in March 1965, however, showed reasonable levels of 

support for the administration’s policy. The LA Times national poll indicated 46 

percent support for “holding the line” in Vietnam, while 35 percent advocated 

negotiating a settlement. An AIPO poll found 66 percent of respondents favouring a 

continuation of the “present effort” with 19 percent in favour of withdrawal.

  

183

                                                 
181 Humphrey to Johnson, Feb. 17, 1965, FRUS, 1964-68, vol. 2, doc. 134.   

 

McCone viewed these figures as soft and wrote to the President on April 2 that public 

approval would erode if the present level of bombing failed to have any effect, as was 

likely. The CIA Director argued that the bombing must be heavy enough to break 

Hanoi’s will and bring it to a negotiating position before public opinion started to 

182 Ibid.  
183 Mueller, War, Presidents and Public Opinion, 83. 
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turn. McCone thought that domestic pressure to stop the bombing would only 

intensify with a slowly ascending tempo of air strikes.184

Johnson did not share McCone’s opinion. The President appeared convinced 

that to avoid the domestic problems that had plagued Truman over China and Korea, 

the Vietnam intervention had to be managed with two fundamental considerations in 

mind. The first was that it must be kept limited to the extent that it avoided any risk of 

a major war. Second, increases in the operational tempo must take place gradually so 

as not to cause public alarm. All developments were to be announced simply as 

incremental changes to existing methods in achieving longstanding American 

goals.

  

185 Opinion polling taken in early April 1965 lent support to this approach. The 

LA Times poll, for instance, recorded 48 percent of the sample in favour of the present 

policy, 31 percent for a negotiated withdrawal, and a minority 17 percent wanting to 

carry the war into North Vietnam.186

In his major public statement on April 7, the President emphasised restraint in 

the face of Chinese and North Vietnamese aggression, strength in resisting it, and 

willingness to negotiate a peaceful settlement. No detail was given of operational 

changes to US policy or the failure of governance in the RVN. Johnson also said that 

the United States was in Vietnam ‘because we have a promise to keep’. Since 1954, 

all Presidents had offered support to South Vietnam to help defend its independence. 

Johnson said he intended to keep that promise. The result of abandoning South 

Vietnam would ‘be increased unrest and instability and even wider war’. Again, the 

President drew on the Munich analogy that ‘the central lesson of our time is that the 

appetite for aggression is never satisfied. To withdraw from one battlefield means 

only to prepare for the next’. America’s Cold War responsibility for the defence of 

Asia was the same as that of Europe in World War II.

 

187

Johnson indicated the limited scope of US involvement and also its restraint in 

saying that the United States ‘will do everything necessary to reach that objective, and 

we will do only what is absolutely necessary’. Domestic risk sensitivity can be seen 

 This statement supports the 

argument made in chapter 3 that a greater capacity to manage risk carries a greater 

perceived responsibility to do so. 

                                                 
184 McCone to Johnson, undated, FRUS, 1964-1968, vol. 2, doc. 234; and McCone to Rusk, Apr. 2, 
1965, attachment in doc. 234.  
185 See State to Saigon, Apr. 3, 1965, doc. 239; NSAM 328, Apr. 6, 1965, doc. 242. 
186 Mueller, War, Presidents and Public Opinion, 83. 
187 Johnson, ‘Pattern for Peace in Southeast Asia’, Apr. 7, 1965, Public Papers, 1965, 606. 
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from this to have also contributed in this case to the limited scope of the intervention’s 

objectives. The President invoked strength in the phrases ‘we will not be defeated’; 

‘we will not grow tired’; ‘we will not withdraw, either openly or under the cloak of a 

meaningless agreement’. The conditions for agreement were consistent with the 

pattern of order: an independent South Vietnam, securely guaranteed and freely able 

to shape its own relationships, free from external interference, and tied to no alliance. 

Johnson ended with an appeal to peace by saying that the United States would always 

be open to a settlement on these terms.188 Opinion polling taken in April 1965 

generally showed majorities in support for “holding the line” or escalating the war, 

although significant proportions of around 20-30 percent now favoured a negotiated 

settlement and withdrawal. In May 1965, there was some narrowing between the 

positions of negotiate/withdraw and hold the line/escalate, with the latter still in the 

majority. The “don’t know” or no opinion categories were also much higher in May 

than in April as the issue perhaps became more acute in public opinion.189

Bundy reported to Johnson on June 30 his assessment of public and political 

opinion. The public was ‘unenthusiastic but reconciled to our role in this conflict’. 

Minority elements in the academic and church communities were most critical. 

Repeated public statements of the administration’s willingness to negotiate and the 

intransigence of the communists had made it more difficult to criticise the 

administration’s actions. Bundy’s readings of the polls indicated ‘overall approval’ of 

the President’s handling of Vietnam. In addition, most editorialists and columnists 

were supportive of the President in protecting South Vietnam from communism. This 

was tempered, however, by criticism over a perceived lack of frankness on the part of 

the administration.

  

190

At the final meetings of elite decision-makers prior to authorisation of the 

intervention, Johnson said that his feeling was that ‘we have very little alternative to 

what we are doing’. He said that ‘right now I feel it would be more dangerous for us 

to lose this now, than endanger a greater number of troops’. Ball made the case for 

withdrawal. The intervention would be long and protracted: ‘the most we can hope for 

is a messy conclusion’. There remained the great danger of Chinese intervention. As 

casualties increased, pressure to strike hard at Hanoi would become very great, 

  

                                                 
188 Ibid., 607-08. 
189 See Table 2 in Lunch and Sperlich, ‘American Public Opinion and the War in Vietnam’, 27; 
Mueller, War, Presidents and Public Opinion, 83-84. 
190 Bundy to Johnson, June 30, 1965, FRUS, 1964-1968, vol. 3, doc. 33.  
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thereby provoking China. Bundy argued against Ball, that since it was clear that ‘we 

are not going to be thrown out’, public opinion would be alarmed if Washington 

withdrew of its own accord.191 The country was in no mood to accept such grim news 

as a US withdrawal in the face of communist pressure.192

Johnson held a press conference on July 28 to explain that US involvement in 

Vietnam was being expanded and intensified. Three times in the President’s ‘lifetime, 

in two world wars and in Korea’, Americans had ‘gone to far lands to fight for 

freedom’. This was what had brought America to Vietnam. Johnson placed himself 

firmly in the legacy of the Vietnam policy commitments of two former Presidents 

over the previous 11 years. The United States could not dishonour its word, abandon 

its commitment, or leave those that had trusted it to the terror, repression and murder 

that would surely follow. The speech clearly reflected the exigencies of domestic risk 

sensitivity: the public must have both strength and peace. America’s primary goal was 

to ‘convince the communists that we cannot be defeated by force of arms or superior 

power’. The administration did not, however, ‘want an expanding struggle with 

consequences that no one can perceive, nor will we bluster or bully or flaunt our 

power, but we will not surrender and we will not retreat’. The President would meet 

all Westmoreland’s needs. These measures were designed to ‘bring an end to 

aggression and a peaceful settlement’.

  

193

This section has shown how elite perceptions of domestic risk sensitivity, 

particularly that shared by Johnson and Bundy, conditioned the unilateral mode of 

intervention and its limited scope. Johnson presented the fight against communist 

aggression in South Vietnam as the responsibility of the United States comparable to 

its defence of “freedom” in World War II. Strength and peace were invoked by 

repeating the Munich analogy that aggression must not be appeased. Restraint would 

also be applied, keeping the scope of the intervention limited and therefore avoiding a 

wider war.  

  

National honour was invoked in placing the intervention in the narrative of 

Cold War containment policy and the promises of previous presidents. The motive of 

defeating the insurgency without engaging in a wider war would satisfy the country’s 

national honour requirements and also Johnson’s apparent need to show personal 

                                                 
191 Notes of Meeting, July 21, 1965, doc. 71.   
192 Bundy quoted in Memorandum for the Record, July 21, 1965, doc. 72.  
193 ‘We Will Stand in Viet-Nam’, July 28, 1965, Dept. of State Bulletin 53, no. 1364 (1965), 262-64.  
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strength on national security issues. On the other hand, it has been shown that despite 

the contrary advice of Humphrey, McCone and Ball, Johnson held that the public’s 

requirement for peace meant that military deployments must be kept low-key and the 

conduct of military operations strictly calibrated to avoid Chinese intervention. 

5.6 Motives 

A survey of statements by decision-makers during the response formulation phase 

between February 6 and July 28, 1965 reveals a number of motives and objectives for 

US policy in Vietnam. As the intervention drew nearer in early June 1965, the 

emphasis on US prestige, or “credibility”, in Cold War context, and national “honour” 

domestically, is clearly evident both in public statements and within elite discourse. 

As shown, these motives are linked directly to the distribution of capabilities and 

domestic risk sensitivity. In public statements, national honour was dealt with first 

before moving to strategic motives. These involved upholding the national honour 

America had invested in South Vietnam since 1954. The United States was 

intervening in Vietnam because it had “a promise to keep”; three Presidents had made 

a solemn “national pledge to defend South Vietnam’s independence”. The United 

States could not “dishonour” its word or abandon the people of South Vietnam to the 

communist “terror” and “murder” that would surely follow.   

Strategic motives for the US combat intervention were prestige-based and 

stated in the language of capabilities. Washington was intervening to “demonstrate 

US determination and capacity to assist allies against communist subversion”; to 

“strengthen world order by maintaining the value of America’s word and 

commitment”; to fulfil “America’s continuing responsibility for the defence of world 

freedom”; to demonstrate that “aggression must not be appeased”; to “resist 

aggression while avoiding wider war”; to “convince the communists of the integrity 

of US commitments”; and to maintain US “prestige before the rest of the world”.  

The earliest and most enduringly stated objective, linked to the pattern of 

international order, and which encapsulated US policy throughout the entire episode, 

was the defence of South Vietnam from external attack to preserve its freedom. This 

statement was made strictly within the language of international order. It was 

consistent with the UN Charter and Geneva Accords, which, in Washington’s view, 

provided grounds for its actions in international law. The Accords encapsulated all 
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objectives linked to the pattern of order. If all parties adhered to the Geneva Accords, 

any motives for US military action would become redundant.  

This governance objective was stated in various similar combinations as 

“defending”, “protecting” or “saving” South Vietnam from external “aggression” or 

“attack” to preserve its “independence”. The preservation of the “freedom” or 

“independence” of South Vietnam was in some cases augmented with the 

commitment to “build a strong, viable RVN” with “control over substantially all of 

the country”, “free to shape it relations with all other nations”; “free to determine its 

own future”.  The words “free” or “freedom” denoted a non-communist political 

status for South Vietnam. As an outcome of the intervention, the RVN could emerge 

as pro-US or genuinely neutral, but not communist or communist-aligned. 

5.7 Mode of intervention 

The above analysis has demonstrated that during the response formulation phase, the 

distribution of capabilities, pattern of international order, and domestic risk sensitivity 

conditioned the mode of intervention to reverse South Vietnamese state failure: a 

unilateral and indefinite US aerial intervention over Indochina and ground combat 

intervention in South Vietnam, limited in scope to the objectives listed on July 20 by 

McNamara. These were an independent South Vietnam, either pro-US or genuinely 

neutral. It would have control over substantially all of its territory. Additionally, 

communist elements would remain quiescent elsewhere in mainland Southeast Asia; 

the DRV would withdraw its personnel from the South; the NLF would be 

transformed into a purely political organisation; and lastly, US combat forces would 

be withdrawn, but not military or bureaucratic advisors or aid workers.  

This section shows that post-intervention policy contained two inconsistencies 

that denied it success in achieving its objectives. The first was that the indefinite 

duration of the intervention, shown above to be a function of the pattern of order and 

distribution of capabilities, was incompatible with the exigencies of domestic risk 

sensitivity since Korea: there could be no protracted, inconclusive ground war in Asia. 

Johnson stated the indefinite duration of the intervention on a number of occasions. 

For example, on April 17, the President said that the United States would ‘remain as 

long as is necessary’.194

                                                 
194 ‘Statement by the President: “Tragedy, Disappointment, and Progress” in Viet-Nam’, Apr. 17, 1965, 
Public Papers, 1965, 429. 

 At the July 28 press conference, Johnson would not predict 
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whether the intervention would take months, years or decades.195 Always mindful of 

domestic opinion, however, it is inconceivable that Johnson was referring to the 

combat phase as being indefinite.196 Most US officials felt that after a brief period of 

stiff resistance, the NLF-DRV would quickly give way.197

Unlike the previous case study where a decisive British military intervention 

quickly restored physical security, the core objective of defending South Vietnam 

from “external” aggression was never achieved. This was an indispensable condition 

for fulfilment of the other objectives. The second contradiction in US policy, as 

recognised by McCone and Ball, was that Hanoi would not curtail infiltration or 

pressure the NLF to abandon the insurgency unless faced with the aerial obliteration 

of its industrial and population centres. Given the elusive transnational nature of the 

NLF insurgency in the South, with its sanctuaries in Laos and Cambodia, this was the 

only way to quickly end the external “aggression”. The exigencies of Cold War 

competition precluded this option, however. A threat to the survival of the DRV was 

considered to be one of the triggers for Chinese and possibly Soviet intervention.

  

198

The policy of graduated escalation by ground and air, without threatening 

Hanoi’s survival, was therefore never likely to achieve the administration’s 

objectives, while also prolonging the intervention. And as predicted by Humphrey, 

deep dissatisfaction with Johnson’s conduct of Vietnam policy within influential 

segments of public opinion then increased in almost direct proportion to graduated 

increases in the application of force. This was almost the precise opposite of 

Johnson’s assumptions about the management of public opinion.  

  

The relative optimism that accompanied the initial ground combat intervention 

in the second half of 1965, had, by mid-1967, given way to deep frustration.199

                                                 
195 ‘The President’s News Conference of July 28, 1965’, Public Papers, 1965, 799. 

 US 

troop numbers peaked at around 525,000 in 1968. The injection of major American 

forces, had, by the close of 1966, staved off the collapse that appeared imminent in 

1964 and early 1965, but Westmoreland’s search-and-destroy and attrition tactics had 

196 See Small, At the Water’s Edge, 54-55.   
197 See, for example, Cooper to Bundy, Aug. 5, 1965, FRUS, 1964-68, vol. 3, doc. 107; NSC Meeting, 
Aug. 5, 1965, doc. 110. 
198 See, for example, Bundy to Johnson, Dec. 3, 1965, doc. 214; McNamara to Johnson, Dec. 7, 1965, 
doc. 222, section 4, note 4; Ball to Johnson, Jan. 25, 1966, FRUS, 1964-68, vol. 4, doc. 41; McNamara 
and Vance to Johnson, May, 9, 1967, FRUS, 1964-68, vol. 5, doc. 169. 
199 The basic narrative detail in the remainder of this section is drawn from Herring, America’s Longest 
War, 145-272 unless otherwise noted. 
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only produced a frustrating stalemate.200

The direct commitment of major US combat forces and infrastructure meant 

the short-term imperative for RVN state effectiveness lost much of its urgency.

 Johnson was faced by mid-1967 with the 

irresolvable dilemma of being unable to end the war by military means, and also 

unable to force the NLF-DRV to the negotiating table without a humiliating back-

down on his stated objectives for the intervention.  

201 

Attempts to build a viable state in South Vietnam, had, of necessity, to be pursued 

concurrently with escalating military operations. The stability of the Saigon 

government actually improved during the combat intervention, but rural pacification 

was a near complete failure. The NLF remained effective and there was scant 

evidence that bombing the North had any effect on Hanoi’s capacity to infiltrate and 

resupply the South. Heavier bombing prompted massive increases in Soviet aid to 

North Vietnam after 1965. Domestic opposition to the intervention in its early stages 

revolved mainly around the bombing, seen as both inefficient and immoral.202

The escalation of the intervention created strong domestic and international 

pressures for a negotiated settlement. The President repeatedly said the administration 

was ready to negotiate but there is little evidence that Johnson was prepared to 

compromise on the core governance objectives of the intervention. No concessions to 

Hanoi could threaten the status of South Vietnam as an independent non-communist 

state. In the absence of a strong military or political position in South Vietnam, 

Johnson could not enter into negotiations under favourable conditions. This stalemate 

led to a divisive domestic debate between Republican “hawks” wanting maximum US 

power employed and the heterogenous anti-war movement. The “doves” included 

many influential and well-known Americans, but was only ever a small, although 

highly visible segment of the population. The war was questioned on the moral 

grounds that Washington was supporting a corrupt and decrepit authoritarian regime 

in the South, and in the absence of a compelling threat to national security, the 

devastation being wreaked on North Vietnam was repugnant. The wisdom of 

continuing the intervention was also called into question on pragmatic, realist 

grounds. The domino theory in Southeast Asia now lacked plausibility with Suharto’s 

 

                                                 
200 Despite the focus on counterinsurgency doctrine throughout the Kennedy and Johnson 
administrations, as noted above, the military conduct of the Vietnam War has often been criticised for 
its inappropriate focus on traditional US Army doctrines of attrition by superior firepower. 
201 Pentagon Papers, vol. 2, 284. 
202 Small, At the Water’s Edge, 58-59. 
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effective suppression of the communists in Indonesia and with China’s internal 

problems in the wake of the Cultural Revolution.   

Public support for the Vietnam intervention began to drop in 1967, with a 

majority of Gallup poll respondents indicating in July (52 percent) that the war was a 

mistake. This figure never recovered, increasing steadily to 63 percent toward the end 

of Johnson’s term in October 1968.203 Civilians in the Defense Department led 

ironically by McNamara, one of the most forceful advocates for US intervention, 

began to change course.204 McNamara argued for the first time in 1967 that the 

bombing should be halted. Increases in US troop numbers had not brought security 

and an end to the “aggression”. There could be no confidence that further increases 

would improve the situation.205 Previously anathema to elite decision-makers, 

McNamara felt that the Saigon government must negotiate directly with the NLF to 

achieve a political solution.206

Other elite decision-makers opposed a halt or any further “pauses” to the 

bombing, despite its ineffectiveness.

 In November 1967, McNamara followed Ball in 

resigning from the administration. Clark Clifford took up the position of Secretary of 

Defense on March 1, 1968.  

207 Johnson again opted for a middle-ground 

position. Consistent with his political experience, Johnson was more concerned to 

placate the JCS and Republican hawks than the anti-war left, and he expanded the 

bombing campaign to include targets in the Hanoi-Haiphong area.208

                                                 
203 Lunch and Sperlich, ‘American Public Opinion and the War in Vietnam’, 25.  

 Further major 

troop requests were rejected, however. Johnson’s instinct for the middle ground was 

at the expense of a logical policy. Johnson tried to placate the right, although still 

denying what his military commanders thought they needed, while also failing to 

ameliorate the much stronger and growing domestic opposition from the left. Given 

the contradictions identified at the beginning of this section, this course of action 

could only prolong the stalemate. Maximum air power could not be used against 

204 See McNamara and Vance to Johnson, May, 9, 1967, FRUS, 1964-68, vol. 5, doc. 169; McNamara 
to Johnson, May 19, 1967, doc. 177; June 12, 1967, doc. 194. 
205 McNamara to Johnson, Nov. 1, 1967, doc. 375. 
206 See Conversations Harriman and McNamara, July 1, 1967, doc. 228; Sept. 19, 1967, doc. 330. 
207 See, for example, Taylor (President’s Special Consultant) to Johnson, May 11, 1967, doc. 172; 
Memorandum by W. Bundy, Sept. 28, 1967, doc. 339; Notes of Meeting, Oct. 3, 1967, doc. 341; 
Rostow to Johnson, Oct. 4, 1967, doc. 345; Taylor to Johnson, Nov. 3, 1967,  doc. 381; Memorandum 
by Clifford (Chairman, President’s  Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board), Nov. 7, 1967, doc. 388; 
Rusk to Johnson, Nov. 20, 1967, doc. 403. 
208 Notes of Meeting, Aug. 16, 1967, doc. 283; Aug. 18, 1967, doc. 287; Jones (President’s Assistant) 
to Johnson, Sept. 5, 1967, doc. 305. See Conversation Harriman and McNamara, Sept. 19, 1967, doc. 
330 on Johnson’s concerns to placate the “hawks”. 
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Hanoi because of the possible Soviet and Chinese reaction and further outrage on the 

left of domestic public opinion. But neither was Johnson prepared for a humiliating 

defeat on American objectives for the intervention.  

The Tet Offensive launched on January 30, 1968 was a massive coordinated 

assault on the RVN’s urban centres, including a highly symbolic attack on the US 

embassy in Saigon. Tet was a tactical defeat for the NLF. It suffered debilitating 

losses, and indeed, was never to recover. However, it was a profound psychological 

and political victory for the Vietnamese communists. Clifford recommended a modest 

additional deployment of a further 22,000 troops, a reserve call up, and serious 

pressure on Generals Thieu and Ky to take over more of the war effort.209 Johnson 

accepted the recommendations without debate. There was no support in the 

administration to further expand troop levels, and the military situation was relatively 

quiet with effective counterattacks by US forces. In early March, it was agreed that a 

ceiling on force levels had been reached and that continued materiel assistance would 

be conditional on Saigon assuming greater control of the war effort.210

The President made a televised address on March 31, 1968. He announced that 

the bombing of North Vietnam would be substantially scaled-back. Then in a shock 

announcement, Johnson said he would not stand for re-election and focus on 

achieving a negotiated settlement. Johnson’s decision marked the end of US 

escalation but Washington still refused to accept a settlement that did not guarantee 

the RVN as an independent non-communist state.

 This was the 

beginning of the policy of “Vietnamisation” that would be pursued under Nixon. It 

was effectively a return to the failed pre-1965 policies that had precipitated the 

intervention. 

211 Johnson’s speech did not mark a 

change in overall Vietnam policy. It was another change of means, not ends. It was an 

attempt to appear conciliatory, but to stand firm and salvage his policy until the end of 

the term. Formal peace talks opened in Paris on May 13, 1968, but Johnson refused to 

compromise on core US objectives.212

                                                 
209 See Draft Memorandum for Johnson, Mar. 4, 1968, FRUS, 1964-68, vol. 6, doc. 103. 

   

210 See Notes of Meeting, Mar. 5, 1968, doc. 105. 
211 ‘President’s Address to the Nation Announcing Steps to Limit the War in Vietnam and Reporting 
his Decision not to Seek Reelection’, Mar. 31, 1968, Public Papers, 1968-69, vol. 1, 470-06. 
212 See Lyndon B. Johnson, ‘The Vietnam War: The Objectives of the United States’, Aug. 19, 1968, 
Vital Speeches of the Day 34, no. 23 (1968): 712-16. 
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5.8 Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter was to evaluate the theoretical framework against a case 

study of state failure and governance intervention in the bipolar international system 

of the 1960s. The findings of the primary source research support the theoretical 

framework and further contribute to answering the research questions posed in the 

introduction. The analysis has found that the interpretation of state failure in South 

Vietnam was placed at the intersection of the bipolar distribution of capabilities and 

transnational disorder contiguous to the Sino-Soviet Bloc. In the zero-sum world of 

Cold War bipolarity, transnational risks in the form of communist subversion, 

infiltration and insurgency anywhere on the globe were of acute concern to US 

policymakers. It has been demonstrated that geographical regions within operational 

reach of the Sino-Soviet bloc, such as in Indochina, were considered more susceptible 

to communist pressures and carried greater importance. 

 The state failure and insurgency in South Vietnam was a dangerous breach of 

Washington’s expectations for a stable non-communist, postcolonial international 

order. Between 1961 and early 1965, the flow of information into the elite decision-

making process clearly places the deteriorating effectiveness of the RVN as an acute 

risk to US strategic objectives of maintaining an independent, non-communist South 

Vietnam. This objective was explicitly associated with maintaining the “free world” 

position in Southeast Asia and by extension, East Asia, the Pacific and the world.  

Domestic risk sensitivity was shown to be critical to the interpretation of state 

failure in South Vietnam. Johnson decided in March 1964, regardless of the 

impending collapse of the RVN, that he was not prepared to take decisive action in an 

election year. South Vietnam was judged by the President to be a state failure 

requiring direct military intervention only after the election victory in late-1964, and 

with the perception of rapidly increasing NLF effectiveness demonstrated by the 

February 6, 1965 Pleiku attacks. This again demonstrates the partly constructed nature 

of state failure. The Defense Department, military and intelligence establishments all 

assessed that the state had failed by late-October 1964. Ambassador Taylor and the 

Country Team had converged with this interpretation by the end of November. Many 

observers commented in 1964 and 1965 that the RVN appeared to have no operating 

civilian government infrastructure whatsoever. 
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The threshold for state failure and permissible intervention in the postcolonial 

pattern of international order was shown to be the most stringent of the three case 

studies considered in the dissertation. The UN Charter explicitly provided for a 

heterogenous international society. Armed intervention was only permissible in 

international law in the event of overt external aggression. The evidence shows that in 

public statements, US policymakers always emphasised the external aggression of 

Hanoi and sometimes Beijing rather than the internal weaknesses of South Vietnam.  

The analysis in chapter 5 also supports the argument that interpretations of 

state failure are made in large part by reference to factors other than the empirical 

conditions within weak states. There was some consideration in this case, particularly 

by Ambassador Taylor, of the unpropitious political culture and social dynamics in 

South Vietnam that would work against the consolidation of an effective state even in 

the absence of the insurgency. The point was also explicitly made in Washington that 

South Vietnam in itself was not worth the massive resources or effort being expended, 

but that the prestige and maintenance of the US world position meant that the RVN 

could not be allowed to collapse.  

The chapter has found that the response formulation phase between February 6 

and July 28, 1965 established the mode of a unilateral, indefinite intervention, limited 

in the scope of its governance objectives. The formulation of an interventionist 

response to South Vietnam’s failure was heavily constrained by the exigencies of 

bipolar competition. Decision-makers had to balance the strategic imperatives of 

demonstrating the credibility of America’s global commitments by preventing the 

collapse of South Vietnam, while also avoiding a wider war with China as in Korea, 

or a general war with the Soviet Union. This was found to be consistent with the 

incentives and constraints of domestic risk sensitivity. The American public required 

both strength and peace.  

The unilateral mode of intervention was found to be a function of capabilities 

and risk. The indefinite duration was a function of the pattern of order and distribution 

of capabilities. The limited scope was shown to be a product of order and risk. The 

limited governance objectives for the intervention were the protection of South 

Vietnam from external aggression, and to maintain a free, independent and stable 

RVN, consistent with the provisions of the Geneva Accords. The primary motive for 

undertaking the intervention was to maintain US prestige or “credibility” in global 

Cold War context by protecting South Vietnam from communist aggression. This 
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would also meet the Johnson administration’s requirements for strength and national 

honour in the domestic political sphere.  

The case study has also demonstrated that the configuration of factors gave 

rise to two inconsistencies in post-intervention US policy that denied it success in 

achieving its objectives. The first was that the indefinite duration, a function of order 

and the distribution of capabilities, was incompatible with the exigencies of domestic 

risk sensitivity: there could be no protracted ground war. The second contradiction 

was that it became more and more apparent that Hanoi would not curtail the 

insurgency in the South unless faced with aerial obliteration. The exigencies of Cold 

War competition ruled out this option. Johnson’s middle ground, consensus policy of 

graduated escalation by ground and air was therefore never likely to achieve the 

intervention’s governance objectives, while also prolonging it indefinitely. Domestic 

dissatisfaction then increased in almost direct proportion to increases in the 

application of force until the President signalled de-escalation in March 1968. Under 

the prevailing conditions that precipitated the intervention, the Johnson and 

subsequent Nixon administrations were unwilling to change their governance 

objectives to the point of complete failure in this case. 
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6. ‘To restore law and order’: Australia’s Regional Assistance Mission to 

Solomon Islands, 2003 

6.1 Introduction 

Chapter 6 applies the theoretical framework to a case study of state failure and 

governance intervention in the unipolar international system of the early twenty-first 

century: Australia’s 2003 Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands (RAMSI). 

The primary analysis covers the period from the coup in the capital, Honiara, in June 

2000, until the election of the Rudd government in Australia in November 2007. The 

conservative Liberal-National coalition government (1996-2007) of Prime Minister 

John Howard conducted the Australian-led multilateral intervention. It was deployed 

in July 2003 and is generally regarded as a success. The intervention quickly restored 

physical security and despite some setbacks the process of state building remains 

ongoing at the time of writing in early 2010. 

This case study marks quite a difference from the multipolar and bipolar 

systems considered in chapters 4 and 5, which were characterised by the similar 

dynamics of intense strategic competition, heterogenous patterns of order, and high 

thresholds for state failure and permissible intervention. The current unipolar system 

does not feature intense strategic competition at the system-level. The post-Cold War 

pattern of international order is homogenising and solidarist. Leading Western actors 

and international institutions view a global convergence toward liberal-democratic 

statehood and “good” governance practices as normative. The thresholds for state 

failure and permissible intervention are therefore low relative to previous international 

orders. On the other hand, high levels of domestic risk sensitivity are endemic in the 

wealthy states of the West. This was exacerbated exponentially with the terrorism of 

9/11, and even more so for Australia with the Bali bombings of October 2002.  

The theoretical framework postulates that with the dynamics of a unipolar 

system and solidarist international order, transnational security issues are felt less as a 

factor in strategic calculations and more as deviations from the pattern of order. 

Interpretations of state failure by the hegemon, and governance interventions to 

manage transnational security outcomes, will result from breaches of order which may 

be anywhere on the globe in a geographical sense. Afghanistan is perhaps the classic 

example here. Its peripheral location presented little strategic concern to Washington. 
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But its chronic state weakness allowed for a gross breach of international order by a 

malevolent transnational actor. This prompted intervention by the United States to 

manage the transnational risk by removing al-Qaeda and the Taliban, and to control 

future governance outcomes through the promotion of appropriate institutions of 

governance and local capacity-building.  

The case study of Australia and the Solomon Islands considered in this chapter 

is more nuanced than the Afghanistan example. As a culturally similar country and 

close ally of Washington, Australia is fully committed to the US unipolar system and 

liberal international order. In recent decades, Canberra has consistently self-identified 

Australia as an integral part of the Western core of the international system under both 

its major political parties. Australia’s position in the international system ensured it 

became directly engaged at the unipolar level with the Bush administration’s “war on 

terror” and the new security agenda of failed states and transnational issues. As a 

middle power located on the periphery of East Asia in the South Pacific, however, 

Australia also maintains more traditional regional strategic concerns, which, as will be 

shown below, became intertwined with the new security agenda at the global level in 

the case of the Solomons. 

In this chapter, I make the argument that the interpretation of state failure in 

Solomon Islands by Canberra’s elite decision-makers can be understood in the context 

of Australia’s role in the unipolar system and regional disorder that contravened the 

transnational security agenda in the war on terror. Compared with the more tangible 

transnational risks of state failure in the previous case studies, I show that elite 

decision-makers and the Australian media represented the low-threshold disorder in 

the Solomons fully within a late-modern risk logic of the potentiality rather than 

actuality of threats. According to most observers, the Solomons crisis reached its 

nadir in December of 2002. That an interpretation of state failure was not made until 

May 2003, and did not enter Howard and Downer’s public discourse until June, 

demonstrates, as in previous case studies, the partly constructed nature of state failure. 

The evidence presented shows that the mode of a multilateral and indefinite 

Australian-led intervention, limited in scope, was formulated between early May and 

July 24, 2003. The multilateral mode of intervention and its indefinite duration were 

primarily functions of the distribution of capabilities. The scope of the intervention 

was limited to the governance objectives of restoring law and order and re-building 
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the machinery of government. This will be shown to be a function of domestic risk 

sensitivity and the pattern of international order. It was also congruent with 

Canberra’s understanding of “best practice” in governance and state-building. In 

contrast to the previous cases, there were no strategic constraints in the unipolar 

structure preventing Australia conducting such an intervention or in circumscribing its 

duration. I argue, however, that in the wake of the Iraq controversy, Canberra’s 

preference for a formally multilateral intervention contributed to its primary motive of 

enhancing Australia’s international standing in war on terror context by keeping order 

and exerting a leadership role in its region. This involved “preventing the Solomons 

becoming a haven for terrorists, drug runners and money launderers”. A unilateral 

intervention, by contrast, would have raised opprobrium in the Pacific, Southeast Asia 

and elsewhere, and caused problems with key partner New Zealand.  

 The configuration of factors in this case gave rise to two fundamental 

inconsistencies in post-intervention Australian policy, which I argue cast doubt on its 

long-term success. The Howard government’s objectives for the intervention were 

limited and technocratic, and despite decades of Australian experience to the contrary, 

assumed to be insulated from indigenous political culture. The limited RAMSI reform 

package, a function of the pattern of order, is not compatible with the “cooperative 

intervention” arrangement, which is a function of the distribution of capabilities. The 

governance reforms and state-building program that Canberra seeks to consolidate 

appear in large part irreconcilable with Solomon Islands’ political cultures and 

institutions, which cannot be altered under the consensual cooperative intervention 

approach, if at all. Under prevailing international conditions, this inconsistency can 

only lead either to Australia’s failure to achieve its stated objectives or to a semi-

permanent administrative guidance of the Solomon Islands.   

 The case study proceeds by providing relevant historical background and a 

brief chronological overview. It then reconstructs the political, intellectual and 

bureaucratic contexts in which the Howard government operated. The primary source 

analysis that follows shows how Canberra came to interpret the disorder in Solomon 

Islands as a state “failure”, how an interventionist response was formulated, and 

which motives and governance objectives were engaged by the three factors of the 

theoretical framework. The post-intervention phase is examined in the final analytical 
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section of the case study. This section evaluates the achievements of RAMSI against 

its stated intentions and objectives. 

6.2 Historical background and case overview 

The Solomons are a double chain of Melanesian islands stretching in a 1400 kilometre 

south-eastern arc from Papua New Guinea. The six main islands of New Georgia, 

Guadalcanal and Makira in the western chain; and Choiseul, Santa Isabel and Malaita 

in the eastern chain are mountainous and heavily forested. Guadalcanal is the largest 

island geographically while Malaita is the most populous. Solomon Islands gained 

independence from Britain in 1978. It is comprised of nine provinces with the capital 

at Honiara on Guadalcanal. The Solomons has a fast growing population of half a 

million, with a majority less than 25 years of age. The country is rich in largely 

undeveloped mineral resources, and its exports consist mainly of timber, fish, copra 

and palm oil. Agriculture, fishing and forestry form the basis of the local economy, 

much of which is subsistence-based.   

 The Solomon Islands state is a colonial construct comprised of disparate ethnic 

groups. A custom of compensation by reciprocal killing or payment has historically 

resulted in periodic raids between islands. There are 70 different language groups with 

Pidgin English functioning as a lingua franca. This diversity has engendered difficulty 

in national communications and governance, both within and between islands. The 

rival islands of Guadalcanal and Malaita lie adjacent but are culturally distinct. 

Malaitan society and land tenure is patrilineal. Malaitans have been relatively open to 

outside ideas and travelled as indentured labourers to Australia and other Pacific 

Islands since the nineteenth century. Malaitans tend to be characterised as the more 

educated and entrepreneurial population that have come to dominate business and the 

public service in Honiara. By contrast, Guadalcanal has a matrilineal societal structure 

and has historically resisted outside ideas and colonial rule.1

                                                 
1 This is manifest, for example, in the “back to custom” movement of the 1930s and “Moro” movement 
from 1956-70. Others argue that, while Malaitans have generally been more open to the outside world, 
they have equally resisted encroachment on their lands by both the Solomon Islands state and foreign 
influences; see Matthew G. Allen, ‘Resisting RAMSI: Intervention, Identity and Symbolism in 
Solomon Islands’, Oceania 79, no. 1 (2009): 2. 

 Guale peoples have 

resented Malaitan dominance of the public sector, and in the lead up to the 1990s 

crisis, became increasingly hostile to Malaitans marrying into their families and 

gaining land tenure. 
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 Despite Malaitan dominance of the government, most economic development 

has occurred on the island of Guadalcanal, which accounts for around 15 percent of 

the Solomon’s total population. Uneven development has resulted in few public 

services for the 4,000 villages scattered across the other islands where the majority 

live. Land disputes and poverty have been exacerbated by explosive population 

growth. Urban drift to Honiara has intensified with increasing numbers of idle and 

disgruntled young men drawn to criminal activity. According to Western conceptions 

of governance, politics in the Solomon Islands is notoriously corrupt. Holding 

government is critical for elite access to money, travel and resources to maintain neo-

patrimonial networks. The indigenised Westminster parliamentary system is almost 

continuously destabilised by opposition politicians.  

The 2003 RAMSI intervention, involving military, police and bureaucratic 

personnel under the multilateral auspices of the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF), and 

labelled as a “cooperative intervention”, was the eventual response to an ethno-

political crisis in the Solomons that began in late 1998. The origins of the conflict in 

Solomon Islands have been traced to longstanding social enmity between 

Guadalcanalese (Guale) and Malaitans over differing ethnographic structures and 

related land disputes, uneven development in favour of the island of Guadalcanal, a 

Malaitan near monopoly on government employment, the increasing urbanisation of 

Honiara, and the large unemployed youth population.  

The conflict began on Guadalcanal in November 1998 and retained a semi-

organised character until 2001-02 when it degenerated into armed corruption and 

extortion and general criminal lawlessness.2

Malaitans, who dominated the bureaucracy and police force, took control of 

the capital Honiara, from which some 6,000 Guadalcanalese were also forced to flee. 

 In late-1998, Guadalcanalese youths 

attacked Malaitan settlements on the outskirts of Honiara demanding compensation 

for murders allegedly committed. In 1999 a confederation of Guadalcanalese tribes 

formed a militia calling itself the Guadalcanal Revolutionary Army (GRA), which 

was later renamed the Isatabu Freedom Movement (IFM). Around 23,000 Malaitans 

or 15 percent of Guadalcanal’s population was purposefully expelled from most of the 

island in 1999 in a violent campaign by the GRA.  

                                                 
2 The overview of the case study in the remainder of this section is drawn from Trevor H.B. Sofield, 
‘Solomon Islands: Unity in Diversity – the End of a Dream?’, in Australia’s Arc of Instability: The 
Political and Cultural Dynamics of Regional Security, ed. Dennis Rumley, Vivian Louis Forbes and 
Christopher Griffin (Dordrecht, Neth.: Springer, 2006), 171-78. 
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In early 2000, the Malaita Eagle Force (MEF) militia was formed including members 

of the Royal Solomon Islands Police (RSIP), who opened the state armoury releasing 

military-style weapons into the conflict. The capital became an MEF stronghold 

surrounded by hostile IFM-controlled territory. On June 5, 2000 the MEF mounted a 

coup and forced the resignation of Prime Minister Bartholomew Ulufa’alu. 

The new government of Manasseh Sogavare had close links with militant 

factions and the Treasury was drained by constant demands for “compensation”. The 

bureaucracy ground to a halt and public services to the provinces, never adequate, 

dried up altogether. Expatriate businesses closed and aid agencies withdrew. The 

formal national economy was moribund. The conflict on Guadalcanal was also 

marked by opportunistic criminal violence and payback. Gangs based on Malaitan 

language districts fought among themselves within the MEF perimeter. Internecine 

warfare on the GRA side destroyed the island’s meagre infrastructure. Some 30 deaths 

were attributed to the notorious Weather Coast “warlord”, Harold Keke. Although the 

violence was limited mainly to Guadalcanal, the Solomon Islands came to be 

characterised by outside observers as a “failed” state.   

Prime Minister Ulufa’alu requested assistance from the Australian government 

several times in 1999, but Canberra’s preference was for a negotiated settlement. The 

most serious attempt at a settlement was the Townsville Peace Agreement (TPA) of 

October 16, 2000. The ethnic militias agreed to disarm in return for immunity from 

prosecution and development programmes for their provinces. Australia was to lead 

an unarmed International Peace Monitoring Team (IPMT) to help supervise the 

agreement under the auspices of a local Peace Monitoring Council (PMC). About a 

quarter of missing weapons were decommissioned and two Amnesty Acts were 

passed in 2000 and 2001. The TPA was a failure. It did not include all militia leaders 

in the process, nor did it include civil society representatives. Militias were reluctant 

to disarm without an impartial and effective police force. Low-level violence and 

criminality continued within and between both sides of the ethnic divide. A new 

Solomon Islands parliament was elected in December 2001 with members appointing 

Sir Alan Kemakeza as Prime Minister. Kemakeza had links with militants and was 

accused of being involved with extortion and corruption. 

On June 10, 2003 the influential Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI) 

released a report entitled, Our Failing Neighbour. The report argued that Solomon 

Islands had effectively ceased to function as a viable state. It was a “shadow state” 
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along African lines with patronage-based factions competing over the dwindling 

spoils of government.3

Phase one of the intervention was designed to re-establish physical security, 

stabilise law and order, disarm the militias, and remove weapons from communities. It 

was spearheaded by an 1800-strong military component to protect and support the 

work of 330 police officers and civilian technical advisors. In conjunction, capacity- 

building in the police, judiciary and other bureaucracies, and measures to stabilise 

budget and finance were instigated. Phase two would consolidate and expand the 

state-building aspects of the intervention “package”. The security component of the 

intervention was quickly successful. The militias disbanded and members faded back 

into their communities. It was estimated that by November 2003, some 95 percent of 

weapons had been decommissioned. By the end of the year, hundreds of arrests had 

been made including militia leaders and former government ministers. The police 

force was reconstituted and new police stations were established in the worst affected 

areas of the archipelago.  

 There were no internal resources and capabilities to reverse 

this condition. Only an external intervention could restore effective and responsible 

statehood. Kemakeza requested Australian intervention in April 2003. Prime Minister 

Howard agreed in early June to an Australian-led intervention under the multilateral 

umbrella of the PIF. Forum members agreed on June 30. The Solomon Islands’ 

parliament approved the intervention on July 11 and later passed the Facilitation of 

International Assistance Act 2003. RAMSI, code-named “Operation Helpem Fren” in 

pidgin, was deployed on July 24, 2003 and fully in place by August 1. The Australian 

parliament formally endorsed the intervention on August 12. 

 The end of 2003 saw the withdrawal of over half of the initial deployments of 

military forces. Most of the remainder departed in 2004 leaving only a small residual 

presence. The Kemakeza government survived until national elections in April 2006, 

after which the parliament elected former Deputy PM, Snyder Rini as Prime Minister. 

Rini’s election met with public hostility due to allegations of corruption and collusion 

involving Asian business interests. This sparked riots and civil unrest in Honiara, 

which destroyed large parts of the central business district and most of Chinatown. 

The unrest tarnished RAMSI’s reputation. Police failed to anticipate and arguably 

misjudged and ineptly handled the situation. Rini subsequently resigned to be 
                                                 
3 Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI), Our Failing Neighbour: Australia and the Future of the 
Solomon Islands (Canberra: ASPI, June 2003). 
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replaced again by Sogavare. Sogavare’s relationship with the Howard government 

was difficult. RAMSI police arrested two parliamentarians aligned with Sogavare 

over the riots. Sogavare countered, to the outrage of Canberra, by including the 

actions of RAMSI police within the terms of reference for an official enquiry into the 

incident. 

 The bilateral relationship declined precipitously in September 2006 when 

Sogavare attempted to appoint as Attorney-General, Julian Moti, an Australian-citizen 

accused of child sex crimes in Vanuatu. In the same month, the Australian High 

Commissioner was declared persona non grata for interfering in domestic politics. 

Also in December 2006, RAMSI’s Australian Police Commissioner was declared to 

be an undesirable immigrant while out of the country and was unable to return. 

Canberra responded acrimoniously to Sogavare’s erratic attempts to reassert local 

control with a hectoring diplomatic offensive and a ban on Solomon’s officials 

entering Australia. A parliamentary no-confidence motion removed Sogavare in 

December 2007. Dr Derek Sikua, who held a more favourable view of RAMSI, was 

elected as PM. These developments coincided with the election in Australia of a new 

Labor government under Prime Minister Kevin Rudd (2007-present), which also 

provided an opportunity to improve the bilateral relationship. 

6.3 Domestic context of Australian decision-making 

This section places Australian decision-makers in the intellectual, political and 

bureaucratic contexts that shaped their motives, rhetoric and actions. Prime Minister 

John Howard came to office in 1996 determined to repudiate the symbolic elements of 

his Labor predecessor, Paul Keating’s, “elite” political agenda. This involved a 

reorientation toward what has been termed the traditionalist “current of thought” in 

Australian foreign policy. Traditionalism is the most venerable outlook in Australia’s 

foreign affairs, stemming historically from an acute awareness of isolation from the 

British metropole and geographical location in a culturally dissimilar region of 

populous and potentially hostile neighbours. The traditionalist imperative since 

Australian Federation in 1901 has been to foster close alliances with culturally similar 

“great and powerful friends”, firstly Britain, and then the United States during the 

Cold War and after.4

                                                 
4 Michael Wesley and Tony Warren, ‘Wild Colonial Ploys? Currents of Thought in Australian Foreign 
Policy’, Australian Journal of Political Science 35, no. 1 (2000): 13-16; Gary Smith and David Lowe, 

 In practice, realist-traditionalism and liberal-internationalism are 
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pursued in tandem in Australia’s foreign relations, which have been mostly bipartisan 

in substantive policy terms.5 Howard’s approach from 1996, however, placed greater 

emphasis on the US alliance over Asian regionalism, bilateral relations over 

multilateral forums, and the explicit linking of “national values” to foreign policy 

issues.6

This latter tendency became more pronounced, exemplified in episodes such 

as the government’s triumphalism over its East Timor intervention in 1999, the 

Tampa refugee incident in 2001, and the subsequent hardline treatment of illegal 

immigration transiting from Indonesia. Michael Wesley has argued that a crucial 

aspect of Howard’s attitude toward foreign affairs was a propensity ‘to see relations 

and events in the outside world according to his experiences of and calculations about 

Australian politics’.

  

7

John Howard also introduced a new dimension of “national security chief” to 

the Australian Prime Ministership.

  

8 This was perhaps to some degree a natural 

consequence of the stepped-up tempo of Australian military activity during the 

Howard years due to a more turbulent international and regional environment. It was 

also due to the Prime Minister’s ‘“penchant” for projecting national power, including 

military power, to achieve [domestic] political goals’.9

 Howard’s approach, much pilloried in his early years of office, became more 

effective as the government gained confidence and global stability deteriorated 

following the 1997 Asian financial crisis and then in the wake of the September 11, 

2001 terrorist attacks.

  

10

                                                                                                                                            
‘Howard, Downer and the Liberals’ Realist Tradition’, Australian Journal of Politics and History 51, 
no. 3 (2005): 459-60; Gary Smith, Dave Cox and Scott Burchill, Australia in the World: An 
Introduction to Australian Foreign Policy (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1996), 25-26; Michael 
Wesley, ‘The Rich Tradition of Australian Realism’, Australian Journal of Politics and History 55, no. 
3 (2009): 328-33. 

 The subsequent “war on terror” provided Howard and Foreign 

Minister Alexander Downer with the opportunity to foster a very close alignment with 

5 Allan Gyngell and Michael Wesley, Making Australian Foreign Policy (Melbourne: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003), 179-80; Smith et al., Australia in the World, 40-41. 
6 Daniel Baldino, ‘Australia in the World’, in Howard’s Second and Third Governments, ed. Chris 
Aulich and Roger Wettenhall (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2005), 189. 
7 Michael Wesley, ‘Perspectives on Australian Foreign Policy, 2001,’ Australian Journal of 
International Affairs 56, no. 1 (2002): 54; see also Smith and Lowe, ‘Howard, Downer and the 
Liberals’ Realist Tradition’, 460-61. 
8 Paul Kelly, ‘Re-thinking Australian Governance – The Howard Legacy’ (Occasional Paper Series, 
4/2005, Academy of the Social Sciences in Australia, 2005), 14. 
9 David McCraw, ‘The Howard Government’s Foreign Policy: Really Realist?’, Australian Journal of 
Political Science 43, no. 3 (2008): 470. 
10 Michael Wesley, The Howard Paradox: Australian Diplomacy in Asia, 1996-2006 (Sydney: ABC 
Books, 2007), 27. 
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the new Bush administration in Washington, to improve bilateral security ties with 

Asian neighbours, and domestically to underscore the salience of a values discourse in 

interpreting the motives for Islamist terrorism. Howard, who was in Washington at the 

time, and deeply moved by the 9/11 attacks, invoked the ANZUS Treaty in response, 

and adhered faithfully to the White House lexicon of homeland security, enemy 

combatants, pre-emptive war in Iraq, rogue and failed states, WMD proliferation and 

missile defence.11 The neo-conservative conviction that for America to be safe, the 

international order must reflect its liberal-capitalist norms, institutions and practices 

dovetailed neatly with Howard’s repeated assertions that Australia’s foreign policy 

should reflect its national values, which were largely and unashamedly Western, and 

even more specifically, Anglo-Celtic.12

These developments sharpened Australia’s commitment under the Howard 

government to the post-Cold War neo-liberal governance and state-building agenda. 

Howard had already made the explicit link between national values and good 

governance in explaining Australia’s strong economic performance throughout the 

Asian financial crisis. Consistent with the international consensus among developed 

states and international institutions, “governance” has become Australian policy 

dogma since 2001 in seeking to manage an array of interlinked transnational risks, 

such as terrorism, illegal immigration and transnational crime.

  

13

Gyngell and Wesley have observed that foreign policymaking in Australia is 

concentrated in the executive, is institutionally hierarchic, and has a ‘culture of 

collegiality’ among senior officials. Its “world view” is essentially realist with 

international competition tempered by liberal-international norms of behaviour.

  

14

                                                 
11 See Robert Manne, ‘Little America: How John Howard has Changed Australia’, The Monthly, March 
8, 2006. 

 The 

Australian policy community is also much less “idealistic” than its United States 

counterpart. Its commitment to liberal-internationalism derives more from Australia’s 

12 Baldino, ‘Australia in the World’, 196-97; Carol Johnson, ‘John Howard’s “Values” and Australian 
Identity’, Australian Journal of Political Science 42, no. 2 (2007): 197-98. The “West” as used here is 
a broad civilisational concept that denotes the Judeo-Christian tradition of Western Europe as 
transmitted to North America, Australia and elsewhere. I recognise that the idea of the West is not a 
‘hermetically sealed’ concept, with profound divergences within and between the Anglophone and 
Continental European conceptions; see, for example, Meghana V. Nayak and Christopher Malone, 
‘American Orientalism and American Exceptionalism: A Critical Rethinking of US Hegemony’, 
International Studies Review 11 (2009): 254-55. 
13 Wesley, The Howard Paradox, 217-18.  
14 Gyngell and Wesley, Making Australian Foreign Policy, 40, 74-76. 
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national culture and self-identification as an important member of the dominant 

Western core of the international system, rather than on abstract normative claims.  

 The formal elements of the Australian policy community in the early years of 

the millennium consisted of the National Security Council (NSC) of the Cabinet, the 

Departments of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT), Prime Minister and Cabinet 

(PM&C), Defence, the international branches of other departments and the 

intelligence community.15 Outside the NSC, the broader Cabinet membership plays 

only a minor role in foreign policymaking.16 The Parliament and political parties have 

only a minor and indirect part in the policymaking process.17 The Australian 

Parliament does not have a formal foreign policy role similar to the US Congress. The 

floor of the Parliament is rarely used to discuss foreign policy in detail, but provides a 

forum to answer questions and for prepared statements of general strategic-level 

commitments.18

After the executive departments, the media is the most influential player. 

Intermittent inputs into the foreign policy process also come from business and 

industry groups, trade unions on a limited range of issues, and NGOs and issue-

specific interest groups that seek to influence policy through the media and public 

debate. The remaining elements with sporadic but occasionally influential inputs are 

the foreign policy think tanks such as the Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI), 

the Lowy Institute for International Policy, and to a much lesser extent, foreign policy 

academics, and area and issue specialists.

  

19

The Prime Minister is by far the most important individual in Australian 

foreign policymaking followed in most cases by the Foreign and Trade Ministers.

 

20 

These individuals and the other regular members of the NSC during the Howard 

government comprised the decision-making elite during the period examined here.21

                                                 
15 Office of National Assessments (ONA), the Defence Intelligence Organisation (DIO), the Australian 
Secret Intelligence Service (ASIS), the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO), the 
Defence Signals Directorate (DSD), and the Defence Imagery and Geospatial Organisation (DIGO). 

 

The evidence cited below suggests that Howard, Downer and Defence Minister, 

16 Gyngell and Wesley, Making Australian Foreign Policy, 178. 
17 Ibid., 181-2; Smith et al., Australia in the World, 42-43. 
18 Gyngell and Wesley, Making Australian Foreign Policy, 174; Derek McDougall, Australian Foreign 
Relations: Contemporary Perspectives (Melbourne: Longman, 1998), 30. 
19 Gyngell and Wesley, Making Australian Foreign Policy, 182-84, 201. 
20 Ibid., 96-97, 106. 
21 Members of the NSC during the Howard government were the Prime Minister, Foreign Affairs 
Minister, Trade Minister, Deputy Prime Minister, Treasurer, Defence Minister, Immigration Minister, 
Attorney-General, and the Secretaries of PM&C, DFAT, Defence, Treasury, Attorney-General’s 
Department, and the Commander of the Defence Force and Director of the ONA. 
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Robert Hill, were, in this case the most influential figures in the interpretation of 

Solomon Islands as a state failure and in formulating an interventionist response. 

Australian Foreign Ministers often play significant roles in policymaking, but 

due to the Prime Minister’s Cabinet authority, his or her preferences will usually 

prevail. Prime Ministers come to office with differing personal levels of interest in 

foreign policy although management of the US alliance tends always to fall under 

their direct purview. The Foreign Minister performs the majority of routine decision-

making, and takes the bulk of press and parliamentary responsibilities. Foreign 

Ministers are traditionally senior members of the government and their statements set 

the policy parameters and directions within which the bureaucratic levels of 

policymaking work.22 Conversely, and similar to Presidential decision-making in the 

previous case study, the policy choices provided from the Departments are highly 

structured and constrained by bureaucratic assumptions and processes.23

The flow of information to elite decision-makers comes from sources both 

internal to government and directly from the media. Traditional diplomatic reporting 

has become more policy-specific and less descriptive. Detailed information is now 

immediately accessible via media sources. Ambassadors and High Commissioners 

now require policy knowledge from Canberra as much as they do understanding about 

the country in which they are stationed, and overseas reporting requirements are set to 

a large degree ‘by the media and political environment in Australia’.

 

24

 The vast bulk of Australian-generated “intelligence” is also collated from open 

sources by DFAT. Secret intelligence is supplementary and rarely a determinant of 

policy. The other crucial source of intelligence for Australia is that provided by, and 

shared between the United States, Britain and Canada, under the UKUSA intelligence 

relationship. The vast bulk of intelligence material available to Canberra comes from 

the United States via this source. This common Anglosphere intelligence link 

contributes ‘to the construction of a shared model of the global strategic and political 

environment’.

    

25

 In contrast to previous case studies, where decision-makers nearly always 

privileged official reporting over other sources, the flow of DFAT reporting must 

  

                                                 
22 Gyngell and Wesley, Making Australian Foreign Policy, 100-05. 
23 Ibid., 50. 
24 Ibid., 128-29. 
25 Ibid., 156-57. 
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compete with media sources.26 The media is the primary conduit of information and 

attitudes, both from government to the electorate and from interest groups and issue 

publics to the government. The media relies on government information and activity 

for much of its subject matter. It is also the primary intermediary for the government 

in communicating with the electorate. The symbiotic relationship with government 

allows the media significant influence in shaping the political agenda to suit its 

criteria of relevance.27

Foreign affairs’ news values are almost wholly Australia-centric, and largely 

crisis or problem-driven, even more intensely so in the popular media.

 The government-media relationship and the rigid criteria of 

news values keep foreign policy debate on a narrowly circumscribed intellectual 

terrain. This terrain is consistent with the core assumptions of the policy community: 

a Western-centric, predominantly realist worldview, with international interaction 

tempered by liberal-international norms. 

28 With respect 

to the Solomon Islands’ crisis and intervention, Pacific expert Jon Fraenkel argues 

that media ‘reports were prone to sensationalism’. Atrocities were exaggerated. The 

threat of resistance was greatly overstated in July 2003 when the intervention was 

imminent. Implausible African analogies and stereotypes were often used.29 Fraenkel 

praises the in-depth work of some journalists, especially Mary-Louise O’Callaghan, 

correspondent in Solomons Islands for The Australian newspaper.30

 The intellectual orientation of Australia’s foreign policy under the Howard 

government at the time of the Solomon’s episode is perhaps best encapsulated by the 

Foreign Policy White Paper of 2003. In the wake of 9/11, the “war on terror”, and 

2002 Bali bombings, it reads as less pragmatic and more normative or “values-

 Similar to the 

previous case studies, however, it was the risk perception created in the intervening 

state partly by the media, rather than whether it was accurate or not, that was salient in 

contributing to an interpretation of state failure. 

                                                 
26 Ibid., 67. 
27 Ibid., 185-86. 
28 Ibid., 187-88 
29 Jon Fraenkel, The Manipulation of Custom: From Uprising to Intervention in the Solomon Islands 
(Canberra: Pandanus Books, 2004), 13-14. 
30 Fraenkel, The Manipulation of Custom, 14. Clive Moore also cites O’Callaghan as having some 
influence on policymaking through her work for The Australian and contribution to the ASPI report, 
Our Failing Neighbour, released on June 10, 2003; see Moore, Happy Isles in Crisis: The Historical 
Causes for a Failing State in Solomon Islands, 1998-2008 (Canberra: Asia Pacific Press, 2004), 203. 



 

 169 

oriented” than its 1997 predecessor.31 For example, the 2003 White Paper leads with 

“values” rather than “interests”. Australia is identified as ‘a liberal democracy with a 

proud commitment to political and economic freedom’. The democratic peace theory 

is enunciated in that Australia had a long tradition of defending and promoting liberal 

democracy, thus contributing to a safer and more secure world.  The defence of 

Australia’s values had been demonstrated in East Timor and participation in the war 

against terrorism. Australia was a Western country located in the Asia-Pacific. Its 

deep links with other Anglosphere societies was based on “trust”, presumably in 

lesser supply with other states. Australia was also now explicitly concerned with the 

region’s weaknesses as well as its strengths. Southeast Asia was Australia’s “front 

line” in the war against Islamist terrorism, which was a direct assault on Western 

values.32

The South Pacific warranted a full chapter in the 2003 White Paper, compared 

with only two pages in the government’s 1997 version. The Australian government 

claimed “special responsibility” for the region, and in strategic terms, argued the 

longstanding view that ‘instability in the South Pacific affects our ability to protect 

large and significant approaches to Australia’. However, Australia could not “fix” the 

South Pacific’s problems. It was not a neo-colonial power. It would help Pacific states 

to help themselves by making ‘government systems more efficient, affordable and 

responsive to both traditional and modern pressures’.

 

33 Another full chapter is also 

dedicated to the form such assistance would take. Its assumptions are based on the 

perceived security-development nexus, and the White Paper faithfully reproduces the 

post-Washington consensus view of good governance.34

                                                 
31 See DFAT, In the National Interest: Australia’s Foreign and Trade Policy White Paper (Canberra: 
Commonwealth of Australia, 1997). 

 Australia’s intensified 

interest in fragile states and governance in the South Pacific, exemplified by the 2003 

Solomon Islands intervention, is explainable only through the prism of the war on 

32 DFAT, Advancing the National Interest: Australia’s Foreign and Trade Policy White Paper 
(Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 2003), 2-3, 16. 
33 DFAT, Advancing the National Interest, 93. 
34 See ibid., 114-18. On the post-Washington Consensus, see Jean Grugel, Pia Riggirozzi and Ben 
Thirkell-White, ‘Beyond the Washington Consensus? Asia and Latin America in Search of More 
Autonomous Development’, International Affairs 84, no. 3 (2008): 499-517. 
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terror. The application of abstract governance frameworks to traditional societies runs 

counter to Howard’s apparently deeply held conservative attitudes and convictions.35

There is no dispute that John Howard was the dominant figure both in politics 

and Australian society during his decade in office. Howard’s leadership has been 

described as ‘a combination of acute judgement, ruthless determination, the capacity 

to inspire loyalty, and the ability to shape party, government and society according to 

his preferences’.

 

36 These preferences, in the view of Michael Wesley, are informed by 

three formative influences: Howard’s long political experience, which accounts for his 

relentless pragmatism; his conservatism, which sees the state as a moral community, 

imbuing his decision-making with Burkean assumptions about tradition, complexity 

and change; and Howard’s Methodist upbringing, which brought ‘a doggedness and 

self-assurance to his beliefs’.37

International relations, according to Wesley’s interpretation of Howard, were 

too complex, messy and uncertain a sphere for governments to be bound by rational, 

abstract frameworks.

 

38 This interpretation seems overstated, in that a consistent 

framework does seem to underpin Howard’s Prime Ministership. Howard consistently 

identified Australia in politico-cultural terms as an integral part of the Anglo-

American liberal-democratic core of the international society, which, due to its self-

proclaimed moral virtue, holds a special responsibility for managing international 

order.39

6.4 Interpretation 

 Howard’s “conservatism” seemed to result in Australia uncritically adopting 

rigid positions such as the Bush Doctrine, or rationalist normative frameworks such as 

the liberal governance agenda in fragile states. While Howard’s successful bilateral 

relations in East Asia may have been based on flexibility, pragmatism and 

instrumentality, this cannot be claimed of post-9/11 security and governance issues. 

The introductory sections have given the historical background to the case study, a 

brief chronological overview, and also provided the intellectual, political and 

bureaucratic contexts in which elite decision-makers operated. The main analysis to 
                                                 
35 On Howard’s values, see Michael Wesley, ‘Howard’s Way: Northerly Neighbours and Western 
Friends’, Griffith Review 9 (Spring 2005): 97-106; and Johnson, ‘John Howard’s “Values” and 
Australian Identity’. 
36 Wesley, The Howard Paradox, 32. 
37 Ibid., 34-35; see also pp. 35-52 for an expanded discussion of these themes.  
38 Ibid., 42. 
39 On the Anglo-Sphere, see Greg Melleuish, ‘The West, the Anglo-Sphere and the Ideal of 
Commonwealth’, Australian Journal of Politics and History 55, no. 2 (2009): 243-47. 
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follow applies the theoretical framework to a case study of state failure and 

governance intervention in the post-Cold War unipolar international system. To 

reiterate, the theoretical framework advanced in chapter 3 holds that an interpretation 

of state failure is conditioned by the distribution of capabilities, pattern of 

international order, and the sensitivity of the domestic polity to risk. State failure is 

located conceptually at the intersection of the distribution of capabilities and the 

incidence of transnational disorder emanating from weak states. Transnational 

disorder is a subjective condition, facilitated by, and judged against the historically 

contingent pattern of order in the international society. An acute level of domestic risk 

sensitivity functioned in this case as a powerful enabling factor allowing the Howard 

government to pursue, at an opportune time, a policy of governance intervention in 

Solomon Islands that had previously been considered untenable, both domestically 

and in the region. 

6.4.1 Distribution of capabilities 

This section first establishes the contours of the current unipolar system and 

Australia’s place in it, before considering what a “failing state” in the Solomon 

Islands meant for Canberra in this context. The analysis then covers the period from 

the “coup” in Honiara of June 5, 2000 when the Solomons crisis began garnering 

serious attention in Australia, until mid-May 2003, when an interpretation of state 

failure had definitively been made. I argue that Canberra initially viewed the 

Solomon’s crisis through the prism of “ethnic conflict” requiring a traditional UN-

style peacekeeping response until mid-2002. It was the apparent change in the nature 

of the disorder over 2001-02 to armed elite rivalry and extortion of the resources of 

government, partly fuelled by Taiwanese loans, and general criminal lawlessness, that 

directly engaged Canberra’s security interests. The situation in the Solomons, 

however limited or exaggerated, thus began to resemble much of the apocalyptic 

failed state discourse in the global security climate of the war on terror.  

In traditional power political terms, the structure of the international system in 

the first decade of the twenty-first century is unipolar. Following the end of strategic 

bipolarity in 1991 until arguably the Global Financial Crisis of 2008-09, the defining 

characteristic of the international system has been the global hegemony of the United 

States. Washington faces no genuine peer competitor or any serious challenge to its 

supremacy until well into the new century. Its core ideological preference of liberal-
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democratic capitalism forms the normative basis of a post-Cold War liberal 

international order. The unipolar system is also characterised by the containment of 

overt security competition among second-tier powers.40 This has been true of the 

Asia-Pacific where Australia’s most important interests are engaged; although in Asia 

the United States does not stand so far above all others that it plays a determinative 

role.41 China’s rapid economic growth raises strategic uncertainty in the region and 

points to a future multipolar East Asia, but at present the United States remains by far 

the most powerful strategic player with its string of bilateral alliances.42

Australia’s role in the unipolar system is of a status quo “middle power” and 

staunch US ally located in the peripheral South Pacific region.

   

43 The ANZUS alliance 

remains the fundamental component of Australia’s strategic posture. From Canberra’s 

perspective, ‘the stabilizing influence that the US plays in the Asia-Pacific is the 

bedrock of Australia’s regional security strategy’.44 The US alliance plays less of a 

direct role in the transnational security and governance issues that are Australia’s 

main concerns in its immediate region of Southeast Asia and the South Pacific.45

In contrast to the previous case studies, it is not obvious what linkages a 

“failing” state in the Southwest Pacific has to the unipolar distribution of capabilities. 

The prominence assigned to Solomon Islands by Canberra in mid-2003 is closely 

linked to how Australia sees its position and role in the unipolar system. This was in 

conjunction with the Howard government’s interpretation of what liberal-international 

order entailed for the Pacific region, which differs somewhat from more ideological 

views held in Washington, and is discussed in the following section. It is worth briefly 

noting at this point that Australian governments of both political persuasions have a 

tendency to overestimate the country’s importance on the world stage. 

 

                                                 
40 William Wohlforth, ‘The Stability of a Unipolar World’, International Security 24, no. 1 (1999): 7-8. 
41 Nick Bisley, ‘Neither Empire nor Republic: American Power and Regional Order in the Asia-
Pacific’, International Politics 43 (2006): 199. 
42 Bisley, ‘Neither Empire nor Republic’, 199, 211; Nicholas Khoo and Michael L. Smith, ‘The Future 
of American Hegemony in the Asia-Pacific: A Concert of Asia or a Clear Pecking Order?’, Australian 
Journal of International Affairs 56, no. 1 (2002): 73; Nick Bisley, ‘The “New Security Environment” 
in the Asia-Pacific: An Australian Perspective’, in Australian Security after 9/11: New and Old 
Agendas, ed. Derek McDougall and Peter Shearman (Aldershot, UK and Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 
2005), 70-72. 
43 Or, as Peter Edwards has noted, Australia is ‘a Class A ally in a Class C region of the world’; Peter 
Edwards, ‘The Liberals as Managers of the Australian-American Alliance’, Australian Journal of 
Politics and History 51, no. 3 (2005): 453-54. 
44 Bisley, ‘The “New Security Environment” in the Asia-Pacific’, 81; Hugh White, ‘The Limits to 
Optimism: Australia and the Rise of China’, Australian Journal of International Affairs 59, no. 4 
(2005): 478. 
45 Bisley, ‘The “New Security Environment” in the Asia-Pacific’, 81. 
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Australia has historically claimed the Southwest Pacific area of Oceania from 

Papua New Guinea to Fiji as a strategic sphere of influence and has sought to limit the 

influence of other powers in the region.46 Japan’s island-hopping campaign in the 

Pacific War (1941-45) has remained in defence-planners’ minds in seeking to deny 

bases to potentially hostile powers.47 A policy of “strategic denial” in conjunction 

with the United States was applied during the Cold War. In the 2000s, there has been 

concern over increasing Chinese and Taiwanese diplomatic and financial influence in 

the region.48

A prominent strand of scholarship also taken up in Australian policy discourse 

since 2001 denotes the region stretching from East Timor to Vanuatu, as Australia’s 

“arc of instability”.

  

49 Regional security problems in this area derive from state 

weakness and exclusively engage with the new security agenda of development, 

governance and transnational issues. Mohammed Ayoob points out that ‘the degree of 

order and security at the regional level is crucially influenced by variables operating at 

the global and domestic levels’.50 Australia’s heightened attention to, and more 

assertive role in the South Pacific from 2003 reflects the exigencies of post-9/11 

security and governance concerns at the unipolar level.51

The above discussion suggests that the distribution of capabilities functions on 

two levels in Australia’s stance toward the South Pacific. Unipolarity means that 

Australia as a close American ally in a low priority region is expected to play a 

 Australia’s managerial, 

state-building and governance-promoting role in the South Pacific is consistent with 

Australia’s self-identification as an important member of the developed core of the 

international system and Canberra’s understanding of its US alliance responsibilities.  

                                                 
46 Hugh White, ‘Beyond the Defence of Australia: Finding a New Balance in Australian Strategic 
Policy’ (Lowy Institute Paper 16, Lowy Institute for International Policy, 2006), 36-37; ASPI, Beyond 
Bali: ASPI’S Strategic Assessment 2002 (Canberra: ASPI, 2002), 28. 
47 Graeme Dobell, ‘The South Pacific: Policy Taboos, Popular Amnesia and Political Failure’, in The 
Eye of the Cyclone: Issues in Pacific Security, ed. Ivan Molloy (Sippy Downs, Australia: Pacific 
Islands Political Studies Association (PIPSA) and University of the Sunshine Coast, 2004), 247; Smith 
et al., Australia in the World, 149. 
48 White, ‘Beyond the Defence of Australia’, 39. 
49 See Robert Ayson, ‘The “Arc of Instability” and Australia’s Strategic Policy’, Australian Journal of 
International Affairs 61, no. 2 (2007): 215-31; Dennis Rumley, ‘The Emergence of Australia’s Arc of 
Instability’, in Australia’s Arc of Instability, 17-18; Benjamin Reilly, ‘Internal Conflict and Regional 
Security in Island Asia: Stabilizing the “Arc of Instability”’, in The Unraveling of Island Asia? 
Governmental, Communal, and Regional Instability, ed. Bruce Vaughn (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2002), 
6-7. 
50 Mohammed Ayoob, ‘From Regional System to Regional Society: Exploring Key Variables in the 
Construction of Regional Order’, Australian Journal of International Affairs 53, no. 3 (1999): 247. 
51 Shahar Hameiri, ‘The Region Within: RAMSI, the Pacific Plan and New Modes of Governance in 
the Southwest Pacific’, Australian Journal of International Affairs 63, no. 3 (2009): 348-49. 
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managerial role in line with Washington’s preferences and values.52

With large numbers of small, weak states, the Pacific has become an important 

site in the contest between China and Taiwan for diplomatic recognition.

 There does not 

appear to be much evidence for this from the American side, but it is certainly the 

perception of Australian decision-makers and is reflected uncritically in most policy 

discourse. This perception engages directly with the post-Cold War new security 

agenda, transnational security issues, and the promotion of “good” governance as the 

cure for these problems. At the Asia-Pacific regional level, however, the distribution 

of capabilities functions in the sense that it remains in Australia’s interests to deny 

strategic influence in the region to Asian powers while at the same maintaining good 

economic and diplomatic relations with them.  

53 A difficult 

problem for Australia is that Beijing and Taipei’s methods of buying influence with 

vulnerable Pacific states ignore the acute governance concerns that are now dogma in 

Western governments. It will be shown below that the distribution of Taiwanese 

largesse was a major source of elite conflict in the Solomon Islands at critical times. 

Chinese influence is a direct erosion of Australia’s managerial role in its sphere of 

influence by reducing compliance with the governance agenda Canberra seeks to 

promote.54 For the Howard government, keeping order in Australia’s “patch” became 

a perceived matter of prestige vis-à-vis the United States and the developed core of 

the international system with which Australian governments closely identify. There 

were a number of supporting motives, which are canvassed below, but this was the 

main reason for the intervention in the Solomons and Canberra’s more assertive 

regional policies since 2003.55

                                                 
52 Henry S. Albinski, ‘External Power Engagement in Melanesia’, in The Unraveling of Island Asia? 
157; Susan M. Roberts, Sarah Wright and Phillip O’Neill, ‘Good Governance in the Pacific? 
Ambivalence and Possibility’, Geoforum 38 (2007): 972; Graeme Dobell, ‘Australia and the South 
Pacific: Rising to the Challenge’ (ASPI, Special Report, Issue 12, March 2008), 78. 

 

53 Six island states: Kiribati, Solomon Islands, Palau, Marshall Islands, Tuvalu and Nauru recognise 
Taiwan, while PNG, Samoa, Tonga, Cook Islands, Fiji, Vanuatu and Federated States of Micronesia 
recognise the PRC.  
54 See Paul D’Arcy, ‘China in the Pacific: Some Policy Considerations for Australia and New Zealand’ 
(Discussion Paper 2007/4, State Society and Governance in Melanesia, Research School of Pacific and 
Asian Studies, ANU, 2007), 7-8; John Henderson and Benjamin Reilly, ‘Dragon in Paradise: China’s 
Rising Star in Oceania’, The National Interest (Summer 2003): 102-03; Susan Windybank, ‘The China 
Syndrome’, Policy 21, no. 2 (2005): 29-30; Fergus Hanson, ‘The Dragon Looks South’ (Lowy Institute 
for International Policy, Analysis, June 2008), 13, 15; Joel Atkinson, ‘Vanuatu in Australia-China-
Taiwan Relations’, Australian Journal of International Affairs 61, no. 3 (2007): 354. 
55 Charles Hawksley, ‘Australia’s Aid Diplomacy and the Pacific Islands: Change and Continuity in 
Middle Power Foreign Policy’, Global Change, Peace & Security 21, no. 1 (2009): 121; Greg Fry, 
‘“Our Patch”: The War on Terror and the New Interventionism’, in Intervention and State-Building in 
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The June 5, 2000 coup in Honiara and events leading up to it since late-1998 

were regarded by Australian officials in the region as a serious escalation of the low-

level disorder and poor governance that generally prevailed in the Solomon Islands. 

Officials became increasingly frustrated at the Howard government’s lack of interest 

and engagement in the crisis. The Australian government did immediately condemn 

the coup action,56 but soon came under criticism for having refused repeated requests 

from Honiara for Australian police to be deployed. Downer countered by pointing out 

that Australia could not ‘“be held responsible for everything that goes wrong in a 

region which is a fragile part of the world”’.57

In conjunction with the May 2000 coup in Fiji, the events in Honiara were 

linked in the media to Australia’s perceived managerial responsibility in the region. 

The Australian argued on June 6 that as ‘the dominant strategic power in the region, it 

seems clear that Australia has a duty, more than any other country’, to prevent ‘the 

collapse of these tiny nations’.

 The Howard government’s early stance 

was quite consistent with its conservative orientation as mentioned above. 

58 The Sydney Morning Herald emphasised the “arc of 

instability” angle in portraying the Fiji and Solomons coups as associated, if only 

“atmospherically”.59

 Howard was very clear at this time, however, that postcolonial sensibilities 

had to be respected. In response to a journalist’s remark that Australia was the 

Pacific’s “policeman”, the Prime Minister replied, ‘I don’t think we should hold 

ourselves out as being the policemen of this part of the world. I don’t think small 

Pacific Island countries like the idea of Australia presuming to rule the roost as the 

policeman of the region’. Australia had to accept its responsibilities, but Howard 

wanted the Solomons matter resolved domestically.

  

60

 Much reporting seemed unsatisfied by the government’s rationale for a hands-

off approach. Tony Parkinson opined on June 9, 2000 that  

 

                                                                                                                                            
the Pacific: The Legitimacy of ‘Cooperative Intervention’, ed. Greg Fry and Tarcisius Tara 
Kabutaulaka (Manchester, UK and New York: Manchester University Press, 2008), 82. 
56 Reuters News, ‘Australia Condemns Solomon Rebel Action Against PM’, June 5, 2000. 
57 Mary-Louise O’Callaghan and Robert Garran, ‘Howard Refused PM’s Plea for Police’, The 
Australian, June 6, 2000; The Courier Mail, ‘PM sought Australian Police to Quell Strife’, June 6, 
2000. 
58 The Australian, ‘Coup Shows Fragility for Pacific Peace’, June 6, 2000. 
59 The Sydney Morning Herald, ‘The Pacific Dominoes’, June 6, 2000; The Australian, ‘Coup Shows 
Fragility for Pacific Peace’, June 6, 2000. 
60 Prime Minister of Australia, ‘Transcript of the Prime Minister the Hon John Howard MP Interview 
with Jeremy Cordeaux, Radio 5DN’, June 7, 2000. 
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East Timor has heightened the burden of expectations that Australia can and 
should exercise its muscle to bring to heel any unruly warlords or rogue forces 
playing havoc in the region … Australia has plenty of capacity – economically 
and militarily – to impose its will.61

 
  

Ian McPhedran explicitly linked Canberra’s failure to act with a diminution of 

Australia’s international standing. Australia’s role as the “superpower” of the Pacific 

was being severely tested: ‘Australia is the big power of the southwest Pacific. 

America and other First World nations look to us to keep our Third World backyard in 

order’.62 Downer ridiculed such calls, saying the government would not be ‘loading 

up ships with soldiers to engage in gunboat diplomacy every time an ethnic conflict 

erupted in the Asia-Pacific region’.63 South Pacific countries were ‘obviously not a 

security threat in any shape or form to Australia’.64

The main parties to the Solomon’s conflict signed up to the Townsville Peace 

Agreement (TPA) on October 15, 2000. By mid-December, however, only 119 

weapons had been handed in and Downer acknowledged that progress was slower 

than he would have hoped.

 

65

Unsurprisingly, the South Pacific did not feature in Australian media reports 

or government statements during the immediate aftermath of the September 11, 2001 

terrorist attacks. It appeared to take some months before the Solomons returned to the 

radar screen of Australia’s elite decision-makers. By early January 2002, Australian 

media discourse was reflecting the shift from an ethnic characterisation of the conflict 

to one of corruption and criminality.

 Although not clear on the ground at the time, the 

subsequent consensus among most commentators was that the TPA did serve to 

largely end the identifiably “ethnic” and organised aspect of the conflict, which then 

moved towards elite corruption and general criminality throughout 2001.  

66

                                                 
61 Tony Parkinson, ‘Beware of Punishing the Coup Victims’, The Age, June 9, 2000. 

 Downer and his New Zealand counterpart Phil 

Goff made a visit to Honiara in January 2002. They urged new Prime Minister 

62 Ian McPhedran, ‘Trouble in Paradise’, The Advertiser, June 10, 2000. Other reports in subsequent 
days criticised the government in a similar vein, see, for example The Sun-Herald, ‘Action Group Need 
More than Talking’, June 11, 2000; The Canberra Times, ‘Howard Doctrine Left Shattered by 
Response to Solomon Islands Emergency’, June 11, 2000. 
63 Australian Associated Press (AAP), ‘Downer Defends Australia’s Response to Regional Trouble’, 
June 9, 2000. 
64 DFAT, Transcript of Committee for Economic Development of Australia Luncheon Address by 
Alexander Downer, Brisbane, July 20, 2000.  
65 AAP, ‘Aust Govt Urges Solomons to Implement Peace Agreement’, Dec. 19, 2000. 
66 Associated Press Newswires (AP), ‘Australia, New Zealand Assess Support to Rebuild Shattered 
Solomon Islands’, Jan. 7, 2002. 
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Kemakeza ‘to restore law and order and improve the economy’.67

In June 2002, the problems of lawlessness and criminality in fragile states 

began to be linked with transnational terrorism and the US alliance, predominantly at 

this time by Defence Minister Hill, the leading adherent in the Howard government of 

the transnational security agenda, or “transformationalist” perspective.

 These objectives 

became something of a mantra in public statements and the “restoration of law and 

order” would become the official motive for the July 2003 intervention.  

68 Options for a 

limited police and bureaucratic intervention to restore order and stabilise the budget 

also began to be seriously canvassed within DFAT at this time. In a major speech on 

June 18, Hill argued that ‘the strategic significance of 11 September is that it seems to 

have drawn a line under the cold war’. The familiar 1990s concerns of ‘ethnic, 

religious and separatist conflict’ had now become intertwined with ‘a range of 

transnational issues … such as organised drug smuggling, people smuggling and 

terrorism’. It had taken, according to Hill, ‘the tragic events of 11 September to reveal 

starkly the new contours and fault-lines of a very different strategic landscape’.69

Hill noted that instability and uncertainty in Australia’s “inner arc” predated 

9/11. But a major intellectual and policy realignment had occurred since the advent of 

the war on terror. Hill said ‘it would be a mistake to underestimate the impact of 11 

September, and its implications for Australia’. America had been both shocked and 

galvanised into action. The United States was ‘clearly no longer going to allow 

problems to fester and threats to remain unresolved’. This was a position shared in 

principle by Australia. Hill stated unequivocally that ‘terrorism and associated 

transnational phenomena such as money laundering and smuggling in drugs, guns and 

people have moved to the centre of the international security agenda’.

  

70 The 

intellectual framework laid out by Hill in this speech reflected the shift in thinking 

within the broader policy community and seems to have been assimilated more 

gradually throughout 2002 by Downer and Howard.71

                                                 
67 Pacific Islands Broadcasting Association News Service, ‘Downer Lays Down Conditions for 
Australian Aid’, Jan. 7, 2002; see also Sarah Crichton, ‘Handout Mentality Must End, Solomons 
Leaders Told’, The Sydney Morning Herald, Jan. 12, 2002. 

 

68 See Christian Hirst, ‘The Paradigm Shift: 11 September and Australia’s Strategic Reformulation’, 
Australian Journal of International Affairs 61, no. 2 (2007): 175-92. 
69 Robert Hill, ‘Beyond the White Paper: Strategic Directions for Defence’ (Address at Australian 
Defence College, Canberra, June 18, 2002). 
70 Hill, ‘Beyond the White Paper’.  
71 On this point, see Hirst, ‘The Paradigm Shift’. 
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 By mid-2002, the Solomon’s crisis was also attracting international attention. 

The European Commission and UN jointly released a major report on conflict in the 

South Pacific in June 2002. The tone of the report was highly critical of a number of 

Australia’s initiatives in the Solomon Islands. It explicitly stated, for example, that the 

Australian-sponsored TPA was a failure.72 The report concurred with most observers 

that military-style organised fighting had ceased after the TPA, however, the current 

disorganised and chaotic criminality was ‘evolving dangerously’.73 Canberra was 

taken to task ‘for deliberately underestimating the seriousness of the situation’ and for 

backing ‘post-coup governments with questionable democratic legitimacy’. Its 

support for reforms of the existing police force was ill-judged.74

The EC/UN report also condemned Taiwan’s involvement. The distribution of 

Taiwanese largesse was in large part blamed for elite conflict during 2002. It was no 

accident that recent violence and intimidation had occurred at a time when the latest 

instalment of a Taiwanese loan arrived in Honiara.

 While there is no 

public mention of this report by Australian Cabinet members or officials, it cannot 

have been favourably received by the Howard government, which was always acutely 

sensitive to such international criticisms, especially from the UN. 

75

 From August 2002, it seems evident that the disorder in Solomon Islands was 

beginning to be placed by Canberra in a regional context of state fragility and 

transnational risks for which Australia had managerial responsibility in the war on 

terror. As an indication of this, Howard attended for the first time in two years the 

August 2002 meeting of the PIF in Fiji. The Prime Minister’s attendance was ‘to 

stress the need for laws to fight global terrorism and transnational crime’. Media 

reports stated that criminal groups regularly laundered money through the Pacific, and 

Canberra was ‘worried about links to terrorist organisations’.

 From Australia’s perspective, 

Taiwanese involvement was ruinous for Canberra’s good governance programs. It 

clearly undermined Australia’s role in managing regional order, therefore eroding its 

prestige in the international community. 

76

                                                 
72 Alain Retiere and Heinz Schurmann-Zeggel, Conflict Prevention and Peace Consolidation in the 
South Pacific: Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, Fiji Islands, (European Commission Conflict 
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75 Ibid., 28. 
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 The post-9/11 transnational risk environment was acutely heightened for 

Australia by the October 12, 2002 terrorist attacks in Bali in which 88 Australians 

were killed. The critical importance of the Bali bombings for Australia’s war on terror 

posture will be further discussed in section 6.4.3 below. But from this point forward, 

transnational issues in the Pacific generally, and in Solomon Islands in particular, 

became framed in a risk discourse that emphasised the potentiality rather than 

actuality of threats, and contained an implicit logic of pre-emption. The adoption of a 

clearly identifiable “risk” discourse by decision-makers and in the broader policy 

community did not occur until after the Bali bombings. 

A further series of violent and chaotic events occurred in Honiara in December 

2002 against the wider backdrop of the war on terror and Bali bombings, increasing 

international attention on the crisis, and the destabilising foreign influence of Taiwan. 

Fraenkel argues that December 2002 was the nadir of the crisis.77 Police demanding 

“compensation” fired on Prime Minister Kemakeza’s house on December 13, 2002.78 

Extortion payments were made, government ministers quit, and Kemakeza survived a 

no confidence motion on December 18 while Downer was in Honiara.79 The chaos of 

December was catalyst for further proposals for intervention within government in 

Canberra and Wellington. The Australian Federal Police (AFP) and New Zealand 

government were supportive.80 Though disturbed by the worsening situation, Downer 

remained conservative on a direct intervention.81

Despite the heightened sense of crisis about the Solomons since December, a 

number of factors in early 2003 militated against an intervention. The ADF remained 

opposed. Downer remained ambivalent: the expense would be substantial and difficult 

to justify to taxpayers. An intervention in the Solomons would also set an unwelcome 

precedent that Australia would have to intervene in other Pacific trouble spots like 

Papua New Guinea. Perhaps most importantly, the Prime Minister’s attention was 

 

                                                 
77 Fraenkel, The Manipulation of Custom, 153. 
78 Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) News, ‘Solomons PM Under Fire Ahead of Downer 
Visit’, Dec. 13, 2002. 
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focused on the impending Iraq invasion. The Solomons process could not be further 

advanced until Australia’s involvement in Iraq had reached a resolution. 

Two important statements of Australia’s strategic policy for the unipolar era 

were released in February 2003: the new foreign policy White Paper cited above and 

the 2003 defence update. The Defence document viewed the al-Qaeda threat as 

“strategic”, designed to ‘to roll back Western values, engagement and influence, and 

to weaken and ultimately supplant moderate Islamic governments’.82 It emphasised 

the global nature of the terrorist threat and the risk of WMD being acquired by 

terrorists.83 The DFAT White Paper made clear linkages between the terrorist risk in 

the region, coalitions of the willing, the need for capacity-building in vulnerable 

states, and Australia’s special managerial responsibility. The document stated that the 

‘Australian public and the international community not unreasonably believe that we 

have special responsibilities in this region’.84

The US-led “coalition of the willing”, including a very modest Australian 

contingent, launched the controversial invasion of Iraq on March 20, 2003. President 

Bush declared major combat ended on May 1. A number of important developments 

in the Solomon’s crisis also occurred around this time. On April 22, Kemakeza sent 

the latest of many letters to the Australian government requesting intervention.

 

85

It seems clear at this stage that an Australian intervention was not a foregone 

conclusion in Kemakeza’s mind, however. At the April 29-30, transnational security 

meeting in Bali, the Solomon’s government reportedly asked Indonesia and PNG to 

intervene. It is unclear what the Indonesian response was, but the PNG Defence Force 

was apparently preparing to mount a limited operation as late as June 2003. Australia 

was made aware of both requests.

 The 

letter was not invited by Canberra but Kemakeza was made aware by his High 

Commissioner and by the New Zealand government of the more propitious political 

environment in Canberra.  
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82 Commonwealth of Australia, Australia’s National Security: A Defence Update 2003 (Canberra: 
Commonwealth of Australia 2003), 11. 

 These prospects do not appear to have been 

realistic, but the rumours did show how desperate the Solomon Islands government 

83 See Commonwealth of Australia, Australia’s National Security, 11-16. 
84 DFAT, Advancing the National Interest, 36, 44-46, 92. 
85 Moore, ‘Australia’s Motivation and Timing for the 2003 Intervention in the Solomon Islands Crisis’, 
740. 
86 The Solomon’s High Commissioner confirmed the request to Jakarta some months later in an SBS 
television interview; see ibid., 741-2; and Fraenkel, The Manipulation of Custom, 153. 
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had become. It also eroded Australia’s international reputation by again being seen to 

drag its feet on keeping order in the region. New Zealand diplomacy was also very 

active at this time in trying to get Australia more engaged. Howard travelled to the 

United States in the first half of May, including a visit to President Bush’s ranch in 

Texas on May 3 and a state dinner at the White House on May 16.   

The interpretation that Solomon Islands was a state failure necessitating 

external intervention was made at the highest levels of the Australian government 

sometime between the April 22 letter from Kemakeza and Howard’s return from the 

United States in mid-May. In their account of the RAMSI intervention, Gyngell and 

Wesley place the response formulation phase beginning at the start of May.87 Downer 

later alluded to the accuracy of this timing, in stating that shortly after the April 22 

letter, he and the Prime Minister discussed the matter ‘and came to the view that it 

was an opportunity for us to change policy’.88 The resistance of ADF officials was 

reportedly overcome by a progressive “draw-down” plan that would give an exit 

strategy for the military component. According to a report prepared for the US 

military, the ADF was given only 10 weeks notice that some form of Australian 

intervention was going ahead. This would place the date at 14 May.89 That a decision 

for Australian intervention had been taken was not revealed publicly until June 6 and 

details not announced until June 25. The decision may well have been taken before 

Howard’s visit to the United States. This is supported by the rationale that a 

Solomon’s intervention provided a legitimate reason for Australia to avoid the 

treacherous peacekeeping phase in Iraq by being able to show Washington that it 

needed to deal with serious regional security issues close to home. This rationale was 

more or less confirmed in an interview on July 23 by Howard himself.90

This section has demonstrated that Canberra viewed the disorder in Solomon 

Islands predominantly through the prism of “ethnic conflict” requiring a traditional 

UN-style peacekeeping response until at least mid-2002. It has been shown that the 

apparent change in the nature of the disorder in the Solomons over 2001-02 to armed 

elite rivalry and extortion of the spoils and resources of government, fuelled by 
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Taiwanese loans, and general criminal lawlessness, began to engage Canberra’s 

security interests in both unipolar and regional strategic contexts. The situation thus 

began to resemble much of the apocalyptic failed state discourse in the global security 

climate of the war on terror. The disorder in the Solomons, in part fostered by 

Taiwanese financial influence, began to attract critical international attention in 2002. 

From Canberra’s perspective, these developments eroded Australia’s self-proclaimed 

managerial role in the region. This diminished its prestige in war on terror context vis-

à-vis the United States and other core members of the international society with which 

Australia closely identifies. 

6.4.2 Pattern of order in international society 

This section first establishes the nature of the post-Cold War liberal-international 

order and Australia’s particular interpretation of it. The remainder then argues that in 

the absence of effective political and economic governance, the nature of the disorder 

in the Solomons over 2001-02 sharply contravened the pattern of international order 

embodied in the liberal governance agenda. In 2003, the escalating lawlessness in the 

Solomons became indelibly linked with poor governance across the Pacific region, 

thereby giving rise to a raft of regional transnational security risks, some arguably 

genuine though very minor, such as drug trafficking and money laundering, and 

others rhetorical, such as people smuggling and terrorism. 

The international order in the immediate post-Cold War era is solidarist and 

homogenising. The claim by Washington that liberal-democratic capitalism is the sole 

legitimate form of political governance forms the normative basis of a liberal 

international order.91 Strategic unipolarity underwrites the current international order, 

which has two other main elements. Preponderant US military power provides the 

necessary coercive authority for the functioning of a global market economy. Neo-

liberal economic ideology is consistent with the interests and world-view of mobile 

financial capital, the transnational managerial classes of affluent OECD states, and 

also privileged urban elites in the less-developed world.92

                                                 
91 David P. Fidler, ‘The Return of the Standard of Civilization’, Chicago Journal of International Law 
2, no.1 (2001): 152. See, for example, the preamble to US Government, National Security Strategy of 
the United States of America (Washington, DC, 2002). 
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The logic of global market discipline requires that states ‘apply internally the 

adjustment mechanisms that will integrate their economies more fully into this kind of 

world economy’.93 This is supported by an all-pervasive legitimating discourse that 

seeks to entrench the tenets of market discipline and consumer capitalism as natural or 

commonsensical. Heavily indebted or recalcitrant states are subject to intrusive forms 

of surveillance and discipline via the BWIs, regional development banks, the US-

based international credit ratings agencies, and private finance capital.94 Softer 

discipline is relentlessly applied through the plethora of international rankings under 

the rubric of “global competitiveness” conducted by organisations such as the World 

Economic Forum (WEF).95 As the hegemonic power, the United States itself does not 

necessarily comply with the tenets of the global market discipline if they clash with 

parochial US interests.96

 The third major element of liberal international order is the complex and 

interrelated network of “global governance” which now ranges across most spheres of 

planetary life. As an adjunct to the globalisation process, the agents of global 

governance are often represented as supraterritorial or nonterritorial and to some 

extent autonomous from state power. Yet it is clear that most aspects of global 

governance are undertaken by intergovernmental or Western state agencies in 

partnership with private transnational or sub-national NGOs. “Governance” implies 

universal, technocratic and value-neutral criteria for efficacious state administration. 

Contemporary notions of good governance, however, are synonymous with the core 

ideological preferences of the United States and the wealthy states of the West. Good 

governance is broadly equated with multiparty democracy, the rule of law, an open 

market economy, private property rights, juridical equality, and human rights norms 

particularly in the area of civil and political rights.

  

97

In the realm of ideas, the liberal international order represents the endpoint of 

Enlightenment teleology, most famously articulated by Francis Fukuyama in the 1989 

essay, ‘The End of History?’
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thought in the spheres of human rights, human security, cosmopolitanism, democratic 

peace theory, and neo-liberal economics and good governance have converged to 

form a renewed standard of civilisation, often termed “global civilisation”. This has 

implicitly reinstated a hierarchy that overlays states’ formal UN Charter equality.99 

The shift from a pluralist to a solidarist order allows states to be differentiated and 

ranked according to how closely they conform to the properties and behaviours of 

liberal statehood. The internal characteristics of states determine their standing and 

treatment against the liberal standard set down by core Western states and 

increasingly reflected in international law. This treatment, particularly with respect to 

the legitimate use of force, sees ‘rights to self-determination and non-intervention 

qualified’ for particular categories of state.100

The conservative Howard government has been portrayed as pragmatic and 

realist, sceptical of social engineering and eschewing rigid ideational frameworks. 

The wholesale and largely uncritical acceptance of the liberal governance framework 

by the Howard government then appeared something of a paradox. Indeed, Australia’s 

mostly arms length approach to the problems of the South Pacific prior to 9/11, the 

Bali bombing and Iraq war, and general sensitivity to accusations of neo-colonialism, 

attest that the complexities of deeper involvement in the region were reasonably well 

understood.

  

101 The application of abstract governance frameworks to traditional 

societies seemed to run counter to Howard’s conservative attitudes and convictions 

that are evident elsewhere in the government’s statecraft. The explanation for this 

paradox is derivative of Australia’s position in the unipolar system. The distribution 

of capabilities is analytically prior to the pattern of international order. Howard 

consistently identified Australia as an integral part of the liberal-democratic core of 

the international society.102
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 Perhaps less holistically than the United States and many 
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EU member-states, Australian governments tend to view liberal-international order 

primarily in economic terms.  

This outlook is based in large part on Australia’s opening to the global 

economy from the mid-1980s, its consistent strong economic growth from the mid-

1990s, and its capacity to withstand the 1997 Asian financial crisis. Global 

governance tends to be viewed by Canberra as institutional-legal and technocratic in 

providing the regulatory conditions for stability, growth and development outcomes, 

which are considered as improvements in material standards of living.103

When the Solomon Islands was hastily granted statehood by Britain in 1978, 

there were few national institutions in place and the shallow state structures left 

behind had little social foundation. There was no unifying anti-colonial struggle. 

There was little sense of shared political community. The state had low levels of 

efficacy and legitimacy, which has only further reduced with the disenfranchisement 

of recent years. The state did not have a presence in all parts of its territory or the 

capacity to provide basic public services. As in many postcolonial states, arbitrary 

colonial borders both divided some ethnic groups and forced others into uneasy 

cohabitation. The capital, Honiara, is isolated from the island rural communities 

where the vast majority of people live.

 This view 

also reflects the problem-solving character of Australian governance since Federation. 

As a status quo middle power located on the periphery of East Asia, a historically 

turbulent region of diverse regime forms, Australia tends to be lukewarm on 

democracy and human rights promotion, or agendas that may cause instability.  

104

The focus of people’s interest and loyalties is resolutely local. The mostly 

rural population is bound by kinship or wantok (one-talk) connections, which involve 

‘shared language and ties to ancestral land, along with moral frameworks drawing on 

kastom and Christianity’. These form the basis for people’s identity and allegiances 

‘rather than abstract notions of “citizenship” or “nationality”’.
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cultural institutions of wantok and kastom are often criticised by outside observers as 
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alter dramatically.106

After the June 2000 coup in Honiara, Howard stated in parliament that the 

problem in the Solomons was ‘a longstanding ethnic one, involving the people from 

Guadalcanal and from Malaita, and this root cause has to be addressed if there is to be 

a permanent solution to the crisis’. Further, Howard did not believe that foreigners 

‘would be effective in resolving what is a long running and intractable domestic 

Solomon Islands political dispute’.

 The assumptions on which the contemporary state-building and 

liberal governance agenda are based are largely absent. It seems obvious that the 

contemporary governance framework is unlikely to deliver the long-term outcomes 

anticipated by the Australian government.  

107 Howard said again on June 7 and 9 that it was a 

domestic matter that had to be settled within the Solomon Islands.108

From Australia’s perspective, the Solomon’s slide toward “state failure” 

appeared to commence on March 20, 2001 with reports that an Australian-supplied 

patrol boat had fired on villages along Guadalcanal’s Weather Coast.

 It was not an 

international security issue. There is scant evidence from official statements, speeches 

or interviews in 2000 that Australia’s elite decision-makers were influenced in the 

Solomon’s context by failed state and related transnational security and governance 

discourses, which had been prevalent in academic work since the mid-1990s.  

109 By mid-2001, 

as part of the TPA, some 2000 former militants had been recruited to the police as 

“special constables”. More ominously, ‘violent crime, bank robberies and house 

break-ins were on the rise, and armed gunmen began turning up at Honiara’s ANZ 

Bank and at the Government treasury to make extravagant claims’.110

Howard’s comments about the South Pacific in a major speech to the Menzies 

Research Centre on August 22 indicates the partial evolution in government thinking 

during 2001 away from the postcolonial “ethnic” lens towards an order, governance 

and development framework. The Prime Minister said that the problems of the region 
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were complex, involving a ‘breakdown of law and order, severe social stresses within 

complex communal structures, and the uneven course of economic and social 

development’.111 This evolution is also evident in an article written by Downer and 

published in September 2001. Downer canvassed a litany of problems in the South 

Pacific before stating that Australia’s approach to ameliorating these issues was to 

promote the rule of law and good governance. Downer was still very conservative on 

what Australia could do though. He wrote that ‘solutions cannot be imposed from 

outside, least of all by Australia’.112

Elections were held in Solomon Islands on December 5, 2001. Kemakeza was 

elected Prime Minister with Snyder Rini as his Deputy. Both were implicated in 

corruption and economic mismanagement and had links with the militant factions.

 

113 

By early January 2002, in line with the emerging government position, Australian 

media discourse also began to reflect the shift from an ethnic characterisation of the 

conflict to one where the ‘fighting, along with rampant corruption, have all but 

destroyed the economy and left pockets of the country in the hands of armed criminal 

gangs’.114

Despite the urgings of Australia and New Zealand, governance standards and 

the law and order situation in Solomon Islands declined precipitously in 2002. One of 

the first acts of the new government was to waive more than AUD$7 million in import 

duties on beer and cigarettes. With the Solomons national debt greater than its GDP, 

the state was ‘totally bankrupt with no chance of regaining control without outside 

assistance’.

 There were as yet no direct linkages made between the Solomon’s situation 

and post-9/11 discourses of transnational terrorism and failed states.  

115 This was deeply concerning to Canberra. The Solomon’s Central Bank 

Governor revealed that the country had not had a sensible macroeconomic policy 

framework for over a year.116
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line-up that did not ‘bolster confidence that good governance had finally come to 

Solomon Islands’.117

Also in early 2002, in an indication of the desperate fiscal situation, the new 

government supported a proposal originated under Sogavare to dump three million 

tonnes of toxic waste from Taiwan in Makira Province. The public outcry over this 

was so great that the government was forced to withdraw from the deal in May 2002. 

But all the trappings of sovereignty were for sale in Honiara. The Cabinet discussed 

the formal selling of passports to raise revenue and setting up a “flag of convenience” 

shipping register.

  

118

In June 2002, Downer again hit on the main themes of Australian governance 

discourse in saying that ‘lawlessness remains a problem’ in the Solomons ‘and the 

economy will not pick up until it is controlled’.

 These developments in the Solomons, reflecting poor economic 

governance and the breakdown of law and order, were now beginning to engage with 

the failed state and transnational security agenda that had emerged as dominant after 

9/11. 

119 By this time Honiara was 

defaulting on its debts to the World Bank, Asian Development Bank and IMF.120 As 

noted above, Canberra’s view of good governance was focused predominantly on 

economics and finance. Honiara’s irresponsible or nonexistent fiscal policy, its 

corruption, mismanagement and squandering of aid and Taiwanese loans, and its 

foreign debt default were an intolerable affront to Australia’s expectations for regional 

order.121 Canberra’s aid to the Solomons was an annual average $37 million between 

1999 and 2003, with seemingly no effect in arresting the country’s decline.122

From mid-2002, the disorder in the Solomons was beginning to be placed in a 

wider regional context of state fragility, governance and transnational risks for which 

Australia had increasing responsibility in the war on terror. In tabling Australia’s new 

 

Additionally, the costs of a financial and/or humanitarian collapse in the Solomon 

Islands would have to be borne in the main by Australia.  
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aid policy in parliament on September 24, Downer elaborated Australia’s stance on 

regional governance. He began by noting that the OECD had placed Australia in the 

vanguard of “best practice”. Openness to globalisation through the liberalisation of 

trade and investment, and good governance in the form of sound economic policy and 

effective and accountable institutions were the prerequisite for economic growth and 

poverty reduction. Canberra was doubling its aid budget for good governance, which 

was ‘now the centrepiece of Australia’s aid program’. Downer remained cautious, 

however, about how much Australia could do in the region, also saying that ‘we will 

need to accept that fully sustainable outcomes are unlikely to be achieved in poor 

performing environments’.123

Meanwhile, the situation in the Solomons continued to deteriorate. In August 

2002, Keke was allegedly responsible for the murder of Solomon’s Sports Minister 

and Anglican priest, Father Augustine Geve, along with a number of other 

shootings.

 

124 A young girl was shot dead, and police allegedly killed a number of 

other people in early September. Former Malaitan militants continued to fight among 

themselves in Honiara.125

The post-9/11 transnational security environment was heightened acutely for 

Australia with the Bali bombings of October 12, 2002. After the bombings, but 

crystallising with Downer’s visit to Honiara in December 2002, the lawlessness and 

lack of effective governance in the Solomons became indelibly linked to regional 

transnational security issues, including terrorism, in the wider context of the global 

war on terror. Media reports at this time were also starting to place the disorder in the 

Solomons in a transnational regional context.

 

126

The tempo of atrocities and reprisals in Solomon Islands had escalated from 

October 2002 on the Weather Coast, culminating with an alleged series of grisly 

massacres in May 2003. Criminality was also on the rise in neighbouring Malaita in 

early 2003 if somewhat decreasing in Honiara since the turbulent events of December 

2002.
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completely irresponsible.128 The former Solomon Islands Police Commissioner, and a 

prominent member of the Peace Monitoring Council, was also shot dead in Auki, 

Malaita province on February 12.129

Downer launched the 2003 DFAT White Paper in the lead up to the Iraq war 

and against the backdrop of these events in the Solomons. In response to a question 

about why Australia would intervene in Iraq but not Solomon Islands, Downer 

reverted to the pre-Bali bombing position in saying that ‘I don’t think in any case 

colonising the Solomon Islands is going to solve the problem of the Solomon Islands 

… It’s important that, where there is ethnic conflict, the Solomon Islanders work that 

through’. Referring to comparisons with Afghanistan, Downer said that ‘nowhere in 

South-East Asia or the Pacific is there any government that aids, abets, protects, 

supports, encourages or assists terrorist organisations’.

 

130

The contents of the White Paper, however, made clear linkages between the 

terrorist risk in the region and the need for capacity-building in vulnerable states. 

Governance was poor across the region. A raft of transnational security issues: ‘crime 

in and through the region – terrorism, drug trafficking, people smuggling, illegal 

immigration and money laundering’, were growing risks to Australia’s security. Poor 

governance in other countries was a security risk for Australia. Weak institutions and 

legal systems exacerbated the problems of Solomon Islands and other Pacific states. 

Weak governance impeded regional states ‘from dealing forcefully with transnational 

threats, including terrorism’.

  

131

It is a reasonable assumption that the attention of the highest levels of 

government were preoccupied with Iraq at this time and that a more assertive 

governance policy on the Solomons would have to wait, hence Downer reverting to 

the government’s pre-Bali position. With Australia’s role in the Iraq war resolved, the 

interpretation that Solomon Islands was a state failure necessitating external 

intervention was made in early May. 

 

This section has demonstrated that by mid-2002 it had become reasonably 

clear that the disorder in Solomon Islands had transformed from a semi-organised 

ethnic conflict to disorganised criminality and armed extortion that appeared in large 
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part a result of corrupt and ineffective governance. “Lawlessness” rather than ethnic 

conflict as the primary diagnosis of the problem was introduced in January 2002 and 

became entrenched throughout the year by both government and media. The 

breakdown of law and order and economic mismanagement were a clear breach of the 

pattern of international order and Australia’s expectations for good governance in the 

region. The disorder in the Solomons became linked with regional discourses of 

transnational security from August 2002, and more intensely so after the October Bali 

bombings. With the chaotic political events of December 2002 and the apparently 

escalating series of murders and atrocities in 2003, the Solomons was deemed a failed 

state requiring direct intervention in May 2003, but only after the resolution of the 

Iraq issue. 

6.4.3 Domestic risk sensitivity 

This section first constructs the climate of risk that existed in Australia in the period 

leading up to the intervention in the Solomon Islands. Similar to the previous case 

studies, the state subject to intervention presented no direct threat to the intervening 

state. But diverging from the previous cases, the prospect of state failure in the 

Solomon Islands did not contain the possibility of any foreseeable strategic threat to 

Australia. The motives for Australia’s intervention in the Solomon Islands are much 

less tangible than those in the previous case studies, and cannot be explained outside 

the acute risk environment that built after 9/11.  

In the second, analytical part of this section, I demonstrate that a full-blown 

risk discourse invoking the potentiality of threats such as terrorism, money laundering 

and people smuggling from the “failing state” of Solomon Islands is apparent only 

after the Bali bombings and in conjunction with the events of December 2002 in 

Honiara. I argue that the acute domestic risk environment functioned to enable the 

Howard government to mount the “cooperative intervention” in the Solomons 

primarily for prestige and order-based motives which were a radical departure from 

the government’s previous position and less likely to have been politically tenable in a 

more benign risk environment.  

In the first decade of the twenty-first century, the world is portrayed 

relentlessly as being overwhelmed by a concatenating series of risks: ‘ecological, 

biomedical, social, military, political, economic, financial, symbolic and 
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informational’.132 Risk is similarly understood in this way in Australian security 

policy contexts. For example, in its 2008 strategic assessment, ASPI states that the 

‘terrorist issue and the rising importance of a range of other non-traditional challenges 

– environmental issues, avian influenza, natural disasters and transnational crime – 

have increased our sense of vulnerability to a wider range of risks’.133

As Van Loon notes, a risk taken individually can be rationally explained, 

anticipated and acted on. Risks appear far less rational, however, when cumulative 

and complex. As an abstractly felt condition of life, risk can become apocalyptic.

  

134 

Risk also has a temporal component that foreshortens the future: the urge is to act now 

to ameliorate risk. Thus, our contemporary risk societies are immersed in a politics of 

urgency that permeates deeply into our personal lives. Even the most mundane private 

issues now constitute ongoing, rolling public “crises”.135 Risk is the lifeblood of 

politics and public policy. Political engagement with risk takes a managerial approach 

that emphasises scientific expertise, technological control and “evidence-based 

policy”, none of which is at all suited to ameliorating an intangible, psycho-social 

phenomenon. The political logic of risk management is to identify and regulate 

anticipated “bad” outcomes, and transform them, wherever possible, into political 

opportunities. This has contributed to the current technocratic fixation with 

governance.136

For Australia, the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 was only the latest 

but most spectacular of a series of international security concerns beginning with the 

Asian Financial Crisis in 1997, the fall of Suharto amid widespread civil unrest in 

Indonesia in 1998, the East Timor crisis and intervention in 1999, and the upsurge in 

illegal immigration and partly orchestrated Tampa refugee “crisis” in 2001. In the 

second-half of 2001, the numbers of boat-people transiting from Indonesia to 

Australia began to increase markedly, with the media and policy theme of being 

“under siege” tapping into historic Australian anxieties about being “overrun” by the 

populous countries to the north.
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The 9/11 attacks occurred shortly after this and the need for border protection 

assumed a much greater security dimension. The issue of “illegal” Muslim asylum 

seekers from Afghanistan and the Middle East transiting through Indonesia became 

fused with Islamist terrorism in the public consciousness. The October 2002 Bali 

bombings further ground these anxieties deeply into the national psyche.138

Hugh White argues that the ‘new threat of terrorism nourished and amplified 

an already strong sense of unease among Australians’. However, it appears to have 

been only when the 9/11 attacks were viscerally reinforced by the October 2002 Bali 

bombings that Howard and Downer were finally convinced of the salience of the new 

security agenda of state failure and transnational issues.

 The issue 

of illegal immigration mostly from Muslim source countries is integral to the acute 

risk environment that developed in Australia between 2001 and 2003. 

139 Howard’s subsequent 

public statements reinforced repeatedly that the country was ‘confronted with a “new 

and very dangerous security” environment’.140

State weakness in the South Pacific, and particularly the ongoing political and 

civil disorder in the Solomon Islands, came to be understood after the Bali bombings 

within the discourse of state failure and terrorism. The problems of Pacific Island 

states were constructed in a language of risk rather than threat, and fully reflect the 

risk society thesis. Threats were not real, but potential. For example, Security Analyst 

Jim Rolfe recognised that Oceania was not of immediate concern with respect to 

terrorism, but argues that its problems ‘are of a kind that could, if not attended to, 

contribute to terrorism in other areas either directly or through support activities’. The 

region had weak governance and high levels of corruption and violence. It was 

‘susceptible to the activities of transnational criminal organisations and that, in turn, 

means that it could be susceptible to the activities of terrorists groups, either directly 

or as part of their global infrastructure’. Rolfe takes the risk logic even further with 

the statements that a number of the region’s countries ‘have become unstable to the 

 Illegal immigration and Islamic 

terrorism served to inextricably link the private uncertainty and risk-perception about 

globalisation’s negative externalities with public, state-based security concerns into an 

acute risk environment that was exploited by the Howard government. 
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extent that they must be described as failed and failing’. Such states could provide 

shelter for terrorist groups. Rolfe then observes that the region is either actually or 

potentially rife with transnational issues such as drug trafficking, people smuggling 

and money laundering; and that the ‘the networks that establish and maintain these 

activities could as easily be terrorist as criminal’.141

 Having constructed a sense of the acute risk sensitivity prevailing in Australia 

between 2001 and 2003, the remainder of this section traces the emergence of risk 

discourses surrounding the Solomon’s disorder and weak governance across the South 

Pacific. The previous sections have shown that the conditions for the discursive move 

to a risk logic were set during 2001 and 2002. Prior to 9/11, Howard and Downer 

stated the obvious that conflict in Solomon Islands presented no threat to Australia.

 

142 

As noted, Robert Hill was the first to propound the transnational security agenda in 

government discourse. In January 2002, Hill interpreted the 9/11 attacks as ‘part of a 

broader trend that has seen wars between nation states become less common, only to 

be replaced by new and different threats’.143

The link between poor governance in the South Pacific’s fragile states and the 

post-9/11 transnational security agenda was first made publicly in August 2002, in 

relation to the PIF meeting of that month. Senior regional officials were warning that 

‘the forces of globalisation were exposing the South Pacific’s tiny island states to a 

wave of cross-border crime, including money laundering and people smuggling’. 

Howard was to ‘use the meeting to stress the need for laws to fight global terrorism 

and transnational crime’.

  

144

The first ASPI strategic assessment, Beyond Bali, was launched in November 

2002 and its content reflected heightened risk sensitivities. It stated that the Bali 

bombings ‘confirmed and amplified a judgement made after 11 September 2001’, that 

‘the risk to Australia from terrorism has increased sharply, and is likely to remain 

relatively high at least in the medium term’. Further mass casualty attacks on Western 

targets were ‘highly likely’. The use of WMD in such attacks could not be ruled 
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out.145 The report linked the ‘susceptibility’ of Australia’s neighbours to terrorism 

with ‘deep-seated problems of economic growth, social structures, ethnic tensions, 

institutional weakness and government legitimacy’.146

The Solomon Islands was first mentioned in a risk framework in December 

2002. Downer and New Zealand Foreign Minister, Phil Goff expressed the first clear 

examples of a risk discourse about the potentialities of terrorism from a meeting in 

Auckland on December 22. Downer said it was unlikely that al-Qaeda or Jemaah 

Islamiyah ‘would base themselves in the South Pacific’, but then made the claim that 

‘terrorist organizations will always look for opportunities to create chaos in other 

countries’. Goff, however, made the explicit link between state fragility in the South 

Pacific, terrorism and failed states. He said that ‘a troubled state in the South Pacific 

would give terrorist organizations a chance to gain a foothold there’, and continued 

with the comparison that in ‘“Afghanistan you had a failed state in a vacuum, and that 

vacuum was filled by al-Qaida”’.

 

147

Also speaking in December 2002, the risk logic employed by Graham Fletcher 

from DFAT’s Pacific Islands Branch and later the head of the Solomon Islands’ 

taskforce is explicit. Fletcher stated openly that  

 

… there is no firm evidence of active terrorist networks in the South Pacific, 
but that is not really the point. The point is the Pacific’s degree of vulnerability 
– vulnerability to suspicious or unusual financial transactions, to the 
undetected arrival of people or boats, vulnerability to residence permits being 
obtained under the table, and even to a group establishing itself and escaping 
detection through a combination of corruption and gaps in local law 
enforcement.  

 
The fact remained ‘that South Pacific countries could well be seen by terrorists as 

something of a soft touch’.148

In January 2003, a Newspoll found that 53 percent of a national sample 

believed a major terrorist attack was likely or inevitable in the near future.

 

149
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on attitudes toward overseas intervention are rare. In the only such Australian study 

carried out in 1993, large majorities indicated support for overseas intervention if the 

government of the country requests it (82 percent) or if the country cannot maintain 

order (70 percent).150 Impressions from this data suggest that the government could 

reasonably expect to enjoy solid majority support for a governance intervention in a 

neighbouring and troubled Pacific state on the grounds of maintaining order to control 

transnational security risks. Polls subsequently indicated 75 percent support for the 

government’s decision to intervene.151

Given that media and political attention in the early part of 2003 were 

monopolised by the lead up to and execution of the Iraq invasion, it is unsurprising 

that Solomon Islands rated little media attention between February and April 2003. 

However, in May 2003, around the time that an interpretation of state failure was 

made, risk discourses about the Solomon Islands became linked not only with 

transnational security, but also with Australia’s special responsibilities in the region.  

  

On May 19, for example, The Sydney Morning Herald noted that ‘while the 

Howard government has been focused on the liberation of Iraq and the US security 

alliance, a more immediate, but less tangible, threat has long been building in the 

Pacific in the form of a so-called “arc of instability”’. The Solomon Islands was ‘the 

region’s first failing nation state because of its breakdown of law and order and the 

non-delivery of basic government services’. Failed states brought to Australia’s region 

‘myriad new security threats’. It was axiomatic that in such corrupt environments, 

transnational criminals, terrorists and people smugglers could thrive.152

This section has established the acute domestic risk environment that existed 

in Australia between 2001 and 2003. It then demonstrated that from mid-2002, the 

disorder in the Solomons began to be placed in government and media discourse 

within a risk logic of the potentiality rather than actuality of threats. The shock of the 

Bali bombings then prompted a full-blown risk discourse. Solomon Islands was 

labelled a “failing state” and linked to a raft of potential transnational threats across 

the South Pacific region. These stemmed from poor governance. It was Australia’s 
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special responsibility in the region to manage such transnational risks in war on terror 

context. 

6.5 Response formulation 

The analysis thus far has shown that the interpretation of state failure in Solomon 

Islands by Canberra’s elite decision-makers can be understood in the context of 

Australia’s perceived role in the US unipolar system, and regional disorder that 

engaged with the transnational security and governance agenda in the war on terror. 

The low-level disorder in the Solomons was represented by elite decision-makers and 

the Australian media within a late-modern risk logic of potentiality, rather than 

actuality. In the acute risk climate after the Bali bombings, the transnational threats of 

terrorism, money laundering, drug trafficking and people smuggling from the 

Solomons were not real, but could become a problem in the future.  

The evidence presented above demonstrates that the threshold for failure was 

extremely low in this example compared with the previous case studies where 

transnational actors attempted to capture the state, posed a material threat to lives, 

property and interests, and gave rise to possible inter-state conflict. None of this 

applied in the Solomons. Based on the empirical situation on the ground, most 

informed observers had concluded that Solomon Islands was a failed state in 

December 2002. That an interpretation of state failure was not made until May 2003, 

after the Iraq situation had been resolved, demonstrates, as in previous case studies, 

the partly constructed nature of state failure. The evidence presented below also 

supports the proposition made in chapter 3 that great powers and their close allies 

assume a managerial role in controlling perceived risks to the international society. 

Howard and Downer repeated this theme continuously in the month and a half leading 

up to the RAMSI intervention.  

I argue below that the mode of a multilateral and indefinite Australian-led 

intervention, limited in scope, was formulated in the period between early May 2003 

and July 24 when the RAMSI intervention was deployed. The multilateral military 

and police intervention is a function of the distribution of capabilities. The indefinite 

duration of the intervention is also mainly a function of the distribution of capabilities. 

The limited scope of the intervention is primarily a function of the pattern of order, 

but also for a short time, of domestic risk sensitivity. The official motives for the 

RAMSI intervention, linked directly to domestic risk sensitivity, were to “prevent the 
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Solomons becoming a haven for terrorists, drug runners and money launderers”, or 

“preventing a failed state on Australia’s doorstep”. The objectives of the intervention, 

were thus to first “restore law and order” and then to “re-build the machinery of 

government”. This would fulfill what I argue was Australia’s primary motive for the 

intervention: to enhance its international standing in war on terror context by 

upholding its “special responsibility” or “leadership role” in the region. 

6.5.1 Distribution of capabilities  

This section argues that in contrast to the previous cases, in the US unipolar structure 

there were no strategic constraints preventing Australia launching an intervention in 

the Solomon Islands or in circumscribing its duration. In the wake of the controversy 

over US unilateralism in Iraq, however, Australia’s preference for a multilateral 

intervention would contribute to, rather than detract from Canberra’s international 

prestige requirements. A unilateral intervention would have raised opprobrium in 

Pacific states, Southeast Asia and elsewhere, and also with key partner New Zealand. 

On the other hand, an Australian-dominated multilateral intervention would still 

demonstrate that Canberra was capable and willing to manage regional state failures. 

The multilateral formula of a consensual, “cooperative intervention” under PIF 

auspices did mean that no political regime change could take place, thus limiting the 

objectives of the intervention to technocratic matters of governance. This was, 

however, congruent with, and indeed reinforced by Canberra’s understanding and 

experience of “best practice” in governance and state-building.  

Howard returned from the United States to an apparently deteriorating 

situation on the ground in the Solomons. O’Callaghan reported on June 4 that 

Kemakeza was being flown to Canberra for urgent consultations as Howard moved 

‘to refocus Australia’s post-Iraq security agenda closer to home’. Cabinet was 

reportedly contemplating a major shift in Australia’s Pacific policy. The options being 

canvassed by the NSC were a full-scale military intervention as in East Timor through 

to an Australian-funded multilateral police force.153

Despite its own prior warnings of the intractable socio-political nature of the 

Solomon’s problems, “lawlessness” became the government’s simple diagnosis of the 

crisis during the response formulation phase from May 2003. Downer said on June 5 

that concerns over lawlessness and its consequences, and Australia’s regional 
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responsibilities, now outweighed sensitivities about neo-colonialism. Downer said 

that Australia had ‘enormous responsibilities in the South Pacific’ and was ‘prepared 

to work with our regional partners to fulfil those responsibilities’.154 Pacific Island 

countries would also be consulted before any final decisions were taken. Reports on 

June 6 suggested the previous day’s Howard-Kemakeza meeting had been more 

conclusive than official statements made out. O’Callaghan reported that Howard had 

offered Kemakeza ‘military and police assistance in the nation’s growing security 

crisis’. The offer was conditional on ‘a raft of stringent economic and anti-corruption 

reforms’.155

The nexus in the South Pacific region between state failure, poor governance, 

transnational security risks, and Australia’s special managerial responsibilities in the 

unipolar system, became coherently and consistently applied in public discourse only 

from early June 2003. Consistent with the symbiotic government-media relationship 

described above, media reporting and opinion in this respect was closely aligned with 

government rhetoric and action in moving the debate toward the failed state discourse 

prevalent for some years in academic contexts. 

 

On June 7, foreign affairs editor for The Australian, Greg Sheridan, 

dramatically argued that Australia was facing a ‘potential collapse across the South 

Pacific region’. While the Solomons was the worst and most urgent case, Sheridan 

claimed that the ‘whole region is suffering similar problems’. Sheridan then made the 

claim soon to be taken up strongly by Howard. Australia was the “superpower” of the 

South Pacific. Its international reputation was at stake along with its national values 

and interests. In any case, Australia would be ‘financially, militarily and politically 

responsible’ for state ‘collapse across the region’.156 In the Solomons case, a 

humanitarian collapse, reflecting very badly on Australia, could be added to this 

list.157 No one wanted “another Rwanda” on their doorstep. This needed to be pre-

empted now. Events in the Balkans, East Timor and Afghanistan had shown that the 

old doctrine on non-intervention was finished in cases of state failure. Failed states 

were disastrous not only to themselves but to everyone else.158
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A few days later on June 10, Downer revealed it was at the time of his visit in 

December 2002 that he had started to realise that the Solomons situation was no 

longer tenable, and that some form of external intervention was likely to be necessary. 

Downer labelled the intervention proposal currently being planned as “cooperative 

intervention”. He made direct reference to both Australia’s special responsibility for 

the South Pacific and its international reputation in being seen to keep order in the 

region. Downer said, ‘if we don’t fix up Solomon Islands no-one will be able to. 

We’re the only country with the capability to do this’. He then made the point that 

‘the international community looks to Australia to ensure that the South Pacific is a 

stable part of the world’. Australia’s responsibility to prevent state failure in the 

region was explicitly linked to transnational disorder: ‘drug trafficking in particular, 

money laundering, people trafficking, all these sorts of activities could readily take 

place within the sovereign boundaries of a failed state’.159

 Downer later in the day launched the ASPI report, Our Failing Neighbour. It 

was revealed by O’Callaghan, who also contributed to the document, that the material 

in the report had been influential in shaping government thinking.

   

160 ASPI Director, 

Hugh White, a former Deputy Secretary of the Defence Department, had circulated 

draft contents of the report prepared by Elsina Wainwright to the policy community in 

Canberra in December 2002 and early 2003.161 The ASPI report synthesised the 

international policy and academic consensus on state failure and applied it to Solomon 

Islands. This coincided in government circles with the post-9/11 and Bali bombing 

realisation first clearly articulated by Hill that the new global transnational security 

agenda had fundamentally transformed the regional environment. This also coincided 

in late 2002, with the growing recognition that the deteriorating situation in Solomons 

was no longer tenable. It was no coincidence then, that when launching the report, 

Downer considered it ‘very timely’.162

 Our Failing Neighbour declared that Solomon Islands was ‘a failing state’. It 

had ‘virtually ceased to function as a sovereign state, and on its present trajectory 

there is a high risk that its land and people will become effectively ungoverned’. 
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Ungoverned political spaces raised the risk that malevolent transnational actors could 

operate outside any responsible state control. The consequences of this for Australia 

were serious: ‘A failing state on our doorstep engages Australia’s interests at many 

levels, from short-term economic, consular and humanitarian concerns to our most 

enduring strategic imperatives’. Furthermore, there was no evidence to suggest that 

the ongoing means to ameliorate the crisis would be successful. The Solomons was in 

‘a fatal dive towards state failure’.163

Australia’s ‘most immediate interest’ in war on terror context was to prevent 

Solomon Islands ‘becoming a vector in the region for the kind of transnational 

problems that are so common elsewhere in the world’. The report then blended post-

9/11 risk discourse with the “contagion effects” and internal resource conflicts typical 

of academic analyses of state failure, originally theorised with respect to Sierra Leone, 

Liberia and Sub-Saharan Africa more generally in the 1990s. With the absence of an 

‘effective government upholding the rule of law and controlling its borders’, the 

Solomon Islands risked becoming ‘a petri dish in which transnational and non-state 

security threats can develop and breed’. There was also ‘a high likelihood that such 

problems would prove contagious to other countries in the region’. Reflecting the 

literature cited in chapter 2 on “new” or “network wars”, and “postmodern conflict”, 

the report, in a memorable turn of phrase, argued that the Solomons ‘risks reverting, 

not to a pre-modern tropical paradise, but to a kind of post-modern badlands, ruled by 

criminals and governed by violence’.

  

164

In referring to Australia’s special responsibilities in the region, the report then 

explicitly makes the crucial point of Australia’s international prestige:  

 

… state failure in the Southwest Pacific reflects badly on Australia. Other 
countries, including major allies and friends, expect Australia to take a leading 
role in this part of the world, and judge us in part on how well we discharge 
what they tend to see as our responsibilities here. Australia’s standing in the 
wider world – including with the United States – is therefore at stake.165

Lastly, the report canvassed older concerns that weak states in the region were power 

vacuums that could be filled strategic competitors. The report alluded to Honiara’s 

bankruptcy as providing financial opportunities for other unnamed powers to exert 

influence. If Australia were not robustly engaged in Solomons, others would fill the 
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space. A few pages later the report states directly that Taiwanese loans were fuelling 

the conflict.166

 On June 14, The Australian published an article by O’Callaghan that revealed 

the “inside story” about the Howard government’s decision to intervene. The article 

suggests that Downer was the main influence on the government’s decision-making, 

with Howard only closely involved from late-April 2003. The Solomons High 

Commissioner in Canberra, Milner Tozaka, had been kept informed by Hugh White 

of the contents of the ASPI report and the emerging change in Australia’s Pacific 

policy. Tozaka, in turn, kept Kemakeza abreast of developments in Canberra. This 

was the rationale behind Kemakeza’s letter of April 22 to Howard, not coincidentally 

delivered just after the apparent success of the Iraq venture. O’Callaghan interprets 

that Howard was ‘invigorated and buoyed by the role Australia had just played in 

significant international action’, and he made his reply to Kemakeza in mid-May ‘on 

his return from what had been a satisfying reception by his US counterpart, George 

W. Bush’.

 

167

Fred Brenchley, influential columnist from the now defunct Bulletin magazine, 

whose 1999 interview with Howard sparked the “deputy sheriff” furore,

  

168 argued that 

Canberra’s new stance toward the South Pacific was an Australian version of the 

Monroe Doctrine. Canberra was ‘flagging that the South Pacific comes under its 

hegemony’. Rather than “cooperative intervention”, Defence Department sources 

were describing a ‘new “muscular” South Pacific policy’. Brenchley’s Defence 

sources suggested that ‘Washington has urged Australia to step in to stop the region 

becoming a terrorist haven’. The “muscular” language had only emerged after 

Howard’s recent visit to the United States in May.169

Brenchley appears to be the first journalist to point out that a Solomons 

intervention could never get the backing of the UN Security Council because of 

Honiara’s recognition of Taiwanese sovereignty, and that legitimacy would have to be 

sought under other multilateral arrangements.

  

170
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where he defended Iraq-style “coalitions of the willing” to deal with problems in the 

region, as against the ineffectiveness of UN multilateralism.171

Despite this, the government still sought legitimation for the intervention 

through a multilateral forum. Graeme Dobell points out that despite Howard’s close 

identification with Bush administration unilateralism, Australia has never sought to 

act alone in Melanesia.

  

172 A multilateral arrangement through the PIF, however 

superficial or dominated by Australia, would meet with greater approval in New 

Zealand, across the Pacific and in Southeast Asia. The UN Security Council was duly 

informed by the PIF secretariat on July 22 that the intervention would proceed under 

Article 54 of the UN Charter dealing with regional arrangements for maintaining 

peace and security.173

Howard said on June 25 that undertaking ‘an operation of this kind does 

represent a very significant change in regional policy. It is not in Australia’s interests 

to have a number of failed states in the Pacific’. The international community 

‘naturally and understandably expects Australia to play a leading role.

  

174 Downer said 

that a number of options for intervention were before the government. He emphasised 

that ‘this isn’t something we’re doing unilaterally’, and elaborated the cooperative 

conditions that would have to be in place for the intervention to go ahead. The first 

was a formal request from the Solomon Islands’ Governor-General. A resolution of 

the Solomons parliament was also preferred, but not essential. The Solomons 

parliament, would, however, have to pass legislation giving legal protection to 

intervention personnel. The active support of PIF members was also a necessary 

condition. These were all in place by July 24. Downer also made the point that this 

was Canberra asserting its managerial responsibilities for the region: ‘obviously it will 

be led by Australia and dominated by Australia’.175

As to the duration of the proposed intervention, Downer said that it would be 

long-term without nominating a specific duration. Australia ‘wouldn’t just go in and 

come out and then allow the situation to collapse back into what it was before’. The 
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intervention would help to not just restore ‘law and order, which of course is the core 

task here, but to restore the machinery of government’. Downer envisaged that the 

“law and order” phase would be brief. The financial and development assistance 

phase ‘would be very long term’. Downer reiterated that this marked quite a change in 

Australia’s stance toward the region: ‘if a country gets to the point where it could 

become a failed state, then in those circumstances there isn’t anyone else who can at 

least lead an intervention to try to save the country, other than Australia. And we have 

to accept that as a responsibility’.176

In a television interview on June 25, Howard said that the exact configuration 

of the intervention was yet to be decided, but that it would be substantial. Howard 

reiterated that ‘the rest of the world expects Australia to shoulder a lot of the burden 

because this is our part of the world, this is our patch’. The designation of the South 

Pacific as “our patch” was thereafter a prominent theme in Howard’s rhetoric.

 

177

Sheridan made the point on June 28 that the Solomons intervention showed 

how closely Australia was now aligned with Washington’s thinking on the war on 

terror. He argued that ‘the parallels of Australia’s actions in its sphere of influence, 

and recent Bush administration actions, ideology and rhetoric, while not exact, are 

striking’. Washington and Canberra had ‘come to understand that the weakest states 

are the most dangerous’.

 

178 Political correspondent for The Age, Michelle Grattan, 

supported this interpretation. On July 2, Grattan wrote that ‘for Howard, the fight 

against terrorism now both overrides and defines everything else in Australia’s 

international relations. It is for the new millennium what the struggle against 

communism was for Australia’s stance in the 1950s and ‘60s’. Australia was very 

tightly tied into the US global agenda.179

Howard made a major speech to the Sydney Institute on July 1 where he 

elaborated the government’s motives in Solomon Islands. The impending governance 

intervention was ‘recognition of Australia’s responsibilities in the Pacific, a response 

to a humanitarian disaster in the making, and a way of ensuring Australia’s own 

security’.

 

180

                                                 
176 Ibid. 

 The first two of these motives were directly linked to Australia’s prestige 

177 Prime Minister of Australia, ‘Transcript of the Prime Minister the Hon John Howard MP Interview 
with Kerry O’Brien, The 7.30 Report, ABC’, June 25, 2003. 
178 Greg Sheridan, ‘Action Parallels Bush Approach’, The Australian, June 28, 2003. 
179 Michelle Grattan, ‘The World According to Howard’, The Age, July 2, 2003. 
180 Grattan, ‘The World According to Howard’. 



 

 205 

in the international community. Howard said ‘our friends and neighbours in the 

Pacific are looking to us for leadership and we will not fail them. And the rest of the 

world, understandably, sees this as an area where Australia has particular 

responsibilities’.181

On July 19, it was announced that Nick Warner, then ambassador for counter-

terrorism, would head the Australian-led intervention force. Warner was a former 

High Commissioner to PNG. It was expected that Warner as RAMSI’s “special 

coordinator”, would work directly out of the office of the Solomon’s Prime 

Minister.

 

182 Australia’s NSC of Cabinet on July 21 formally approved the deployment 

of 1,500 Australian Defence personnel, 155 members of the AFP and 90 members of 

the Australian Protective Services.183 The HMAS Manoora departed Townsville that 

morning with an initial contingent.184 Smaller numbers from New Zealand, Fiji, 

Tonga, Samoa and PNG supplemented the Australian forces to bring the total 

deployment to 2,225 personnel.185

The military component decided on by Cabinet was substantially larger than 

the various proposals for a police-led intervention that had been circulating since mid-

2002. This was at Howard’s instigation. The symbolism of “shock and awe” would 

clearly demonstrate to the international community and other Pacific states that 

Australia was a capable middle power and serious about restoring order. It was also 

designed as overbearing to intimidate Solomon’s militants and criminals into a quick 

capitulation. It also played well domestically. As noted earlier, John Howard was 

particularly enamoured with military symbolism. The amphibious landing on July 24 

with Australian combat troops wading ashore at Red Beach was resonant of the 

famous American landing at Guadalcanal in 1942. The “shock and awe” of a large 

military component and Howard’s rhetoric of “our patch” were an important linkage.   

  

As the intervention became imminent, Howard’s rhetoric increasingly 

emphasised Australia’s international responsibilities for “our patch” as the primary 

                                                 
181 Prime Minister of Australia, ‘Transcript of the Prime Minister the Hon John Howard MP Address to 
the Sydney Institute Intercontinental Hotel, Sydney’. July 1, 2003. 
182 Mary-Louise O’Callaghan, ‘Terror Supremo Sent to Honiara’, The Australian, July 19, 2000. 
183 AP, ‘Government Ratifies Solomons Mission, Says it Could Cost US$195 Million’, July 21, 2003. 
184 ABC News, ‘Manoora Prepares for Solomons Duty’, July 21, 2003. 
185 Prime Minister of Australia, ‘Transcript of the Prime Minister the Hon John Howard MP Press 
Conference, Canberra’, July 22, 2003. 
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motive for the intervention. During a wide-ranging interview on 60 Minutes on July 

20, Howard said that  

… the Solomons is our patch. I’m sure the Australian people will understand if 
Solomons becomes a failed state it is a haven potentially for terrorists, drug-
runners and money launderers. We don’t want that on our doorstep. It is in 
Australia’s interest – forget about any other country for a moment – it is in 
Australia’s interest that the Solomons not fail.186

At the press conference announcing the details of the intervention force on July 22, 

Howard was not willing to offer a time-frame for the intervention, saying that ‘I’m not 

going to try and put a number of weeks or months on that’.

  

187

In an interview on the Nine Network’s Today Show the following day, Howard 

alluded to another motive that has received significant emphasis in the secondary 

literature, that the Solomons deployment was timed so that Canberra had an excuse 

for not putting more personnel into the difficult post-invasion phase in Iraq.

 

188 

Australia would not contribute significantly to the peacekeeping phase in Iraq because 

Howard ‘always had in mind the possibility that we might have to deploy people to 

operations much closer to home’.189

In a turn of phrase redolent of the Bush administration, Howard also said in 

relation to Solomon Islands that  

  

… if we do nothing and the country slides into further anarchy and it then 
becomes a haven for evil doers, whether they’re involved in terrorism or drugs 
or money laundering … we’ll rightly be condemned, not only by the 
Australian people but also by countries around the world. This is our patch and 
we do have a special responsibility here and we’re doing it in a very careful, 
deliberate, co-operative fashion. We’re not throwing our weight around but 
we’re willing to do our fair share of the heavy lifting in an area that the rest of 
the world sees as very much Australia’s responsibility.190

This section has clearly demonstrated that the Howard government’s primary 

motive for the intervention was international prestige in the unipolar system by 

upholding Australia’s special responsibility for maintaining regional order in the war 

  

                                                 
186 Prime Minister of Australia, ‘Transcript of the Prime Minister the Hon John Howard MP Interview 
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Conference, Canberra’, July 22, 2003. 
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on terror. In regional context, however, this meant a preference for a multilateral, 

consensual and cooperative intervention. The indefinite duration was also primarily a 

function of the distribution of capabilities. Compared with the previous cases studies, 

there were no strategic constraints on Australia in the US unipolar system to 

circumscribe the duration of such an intervention. 

6.5.2 Pattern of order in international society 

This section shows how the Australian policy community’s understanding of liberal 

governance, combined with the continued deterioration of law and order and 

economic decline in the Solomon Islands in May and June 2003, set the limited 

objectives for the intervention. Howard returned from the United States in mid-May 

2003 to reports that the main commercial bank in Honiara had been forced to close 

and an Australian missionary had been beheaded.191 Escalating acts of violence by 

Keke on the Weather Coast of Guadalcanal, and reprisals by his opponents and 

victims’ families were reported to be spiralling out of control. More than 30 people 

had been killed already in 2003. Australian aid was being grossly mismanaged or 

blatantly diverted to corrupt political elites and their armed cronies.192

 “Lawlessness” became the government’s simple diagnosis of the crisis from 

early June 2003. Downer said that criminality was now the big issue. This included 

members of the police force who had been extorting the government. Canberra’s 

concerns were that ‘the weak financial systems and collapse of law and order in the 

Solomons leaves it vulnerable to becoming a centre for international crime, including 

drug-running, money-laundering and the financing of terrorism’.

  

193 The dire state of 

the Solomon’s economy was a major focus and directly attributed to lawlessness. 

Downer said, ‘I think the economy is progressively getting worse, that’s the problem. 

I think the lawlessness problem is flat lining … the economy is gradually keeling over 

and dying’.194

                                                 
191 The Sydney Morning Herald, ‘The Real Pacific Problem’, May 19, 2003; DFAT, ‘Minister for 
Foreign Affairs, Alexander Downer ABC Radio – Interview with Matt Peacock’, May 20, 2003. 

 Canberra’s fears seemed to refer as much to Australia’s financial 

responsibility for the governance mess in Honiara as it did transnational security risks. 

192 Sydney Morning Herald, ‘The Real Pacific Problem’. 
193 Tom Allard, ‘Growing Concern over Lawless Solomons’, The Sydney Morning Herald, June 4, 
2003. 
194 DFAT, ‘Minister for Foreign Affairs, Alexander Downer Doorstop – Parliament House’, June 10, 
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Media reporting and opinion began to reflect this change in government 

thinking. On June 6, for example, Lincoln Wright wrote that the ‘Solomon Islands are 

slipping rapidly into the category of a failed state, with a corrupt government, 

lawlessness, and a failing economy’.195 Greg Sheridan claimed on June 7 that the 

Solomons had ‘reached that bleak and self-reinforcing bottom cycle of the failed state, 

where armed gangs are the only order and their existence prevents government from 

exerting authority’.196

Downer described the proposed intervention on June 25 as ‘a nation-

rebuilding exercise. The nation was there already, they have had independence for 

some years’. He indicated that the intervention would be technical and limited, not 

political. Australia would not be taking away Honiara’s sovereignty.

 

197 Downer said 

that “nation re-building” meant firstly ‘re-establishing law and order’. Second, it 

meant helping to re-build the infrastructure of government, such as ‘their finance 

ministry, their central bank, the administrative regime of the country in areas like 

health and education’.198

In a speech to the Sydney Institute on July 1, Howard said that ‘too often we 

have seen rogue and failed states become the base from which terrorists and 

transnational criminals organise their operations, train their recruits and manage their 

finances’. This was a potential problem in the South Pacific. A number of Australia’s 

neighbours were ‘experiencing economic collapse, corruption and lawlessness to a 

degree which threatens their very sovereignty’. Aid could only ever be part of the 

solution. These nations needed ‘higher standards of governance’.

 

199 These themes 

were repeated again and again by Howard in the period between the deployment of 

RAMSI on July 24 and the August 13 surrender of Keke, which signalled the end of 

the initial military phase of the intervention.200
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RAMSI chief, Nick Warner delivered a message to the people of the Solomon 

Islands on his arrival in Honiara on July 24. RAMSI’s ‘immediate purpose’ was ‘to 

restore law and order’. While this was taking place, the mission would work with 

Solomon Islanders ‘to bring stability to the budget, to rebuild the machinery of 

government, and restore the delivery of essential government services’. The ‘culture 

of extortion’ that had destroyed the country would be halted. These measures were the 

conditions for economic growth, development and higher living standards.201

In parliament on August 12, Howard gave the most precise account of the 

governance objectives of the intervention, which were to  

 

… reintroduce law and order, and get guns and other weapons out of 
communities. Once the situation has stabilised, we can begin to implement the 
necessary governance and economic reforms and ensure that the Solomons has 
a firm foundation on which to build its future security and prosperity. Of 
primary importance will be the work we undertake … to rebuild the police 
force, judicial institutions, correctional services and the other essential 
machinery of government. Together we will work to stabilise the Solomon’s 
finances and ensure the delivery of basic government services.202

These objectives were consistent with the cooperative intervention formula, which in 

a legal sense, did not encroach on Solomon’s politics. They were consistent also with 

Howard and Downer’s conservatism from the outset on what external intervention 

could achieve socially and politically within the Solomon Islands. Contradicting this, 

however, and a source of future problems as shown below, these objectives were also 

consistent with the international consensus on governance, to which Australia 

subscribes, which views the state as a neutral and transparent regulator and 

technocratic service provider.   

  

This section has demonstrated that the limited objectives of the intervention 

were fully consistent with the superficial diagnosis of the governance problems in 

Solomon Islands, which were fundamentally lawlessness, criminal extortion and 

corruption, and attendant economic decline. The objectives of the intervention, limited 

to restoring law and order, and re-building the machinery of government in areas of 

police, judicial system and finances was shown to be consistent with Canberra’s 
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technocratic and economic view of what the pattern of liberal-international order 

entailed for the region. 

6.5.3 Domestic risk sensitivity 

This section shows that a transnational risk discourse that consistently linked the 

Solomon’s state failure with poor governance and Australia’s special managerial 

responsibilities was evident from early June 2003. This provided the government’s 

domestic legitimation and the official motives for the intervention. Tom Allard wrote 

on June 4, 2003 as it was announced that Kemakeza was being flown to Canberra, of 

‘growing concerns that the weak financial systems and collapse of law and order in 

the Solomons leaves it vulnerable to becoming a centre for international crime, 

including drug-running, money-laundering and the financing of terrorism’.203 The day 

after the Howard-Kemakeza meeting, reports suggested that ‘Solomon Islands are 

slipping rapidly into the category of a failed state, with a corrupt government, 

lawlessness, and a failing economy’.204

 Downer said on June 10 that if Australia did not ‘fix up Solomon Islands no-

one will be able to’. The international community looked ‘to Australia to ensure that 

the South Pacific is a stable part of the world. There was  

  

… no doubt that in a practical sense, a failed state on Australia’s doorstep 
provides a location where illegal activities can take place. For example, drug 
trafficking in particular, money laundering, people trafficking, all these sorts 
of activities could readily take place within the sovereign boundaries of a 
failed state.205

  
   

The ASPI report, Our Failing Neighbour, released on the same day, placed the state 

failure of Solomon Islands within a transnational risk logic of potentiality. The core 

themes of the ASPI report were enthusiastically and uncritically taken up in the media 

and constantly reiterated by policymakers over the following months.206

                                                 
203 Tom Allard, ‘Growing Concern over Lawless Solomons’, The Sydney Morning Herald, June 4, 
2003. 

 As a publicly 

released document with provocative themes the ASPI report served to raise public 

awareness of the issue. This was at an important time for the government. Costs to the 

taxpayer and possible loss of life needed to be explained in what, for most 

Australians, was a relatively obscure country.  
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The intervention was publicly announced on June 25. Howard and Downer 

gave a number of interviews and answered questions in parliament fully within a risk 

framework emphasising the potentiality rather than actuality of security threats. In an 

ABC interview, Howard said that ‘it is not in Australia’s interests for a country like 

the Solomon Islands to fall over. It would then become potentially a haven for drug 

running, for money laundering, terrorism’.207 In response to a question as to whether 

there was any actual evidence of money laundering or terrorist cells in Solomon 

Islands, Downer replied that ‘our point here, and ASPI’s point too … I think the 

potential is the problem … when you have a failed state, it’s a state that can be 

exploited by people such as money launderers, drug traffickers, possibly even 

terrorists’. Afghanistan was the classic case. If a ‘failed state’ was allowed ‘to fester 

of the coast of Australia, then we don’t know what the failed state could be exploited 

for’.208 These themes were repeated relentlessly in interviews and media reports in 

subsequent days.209

With the intervention imminent, Howard said on July 22, 2003 in a prime-

time, Sunday evening 60 Minutes interview that ‘the Solomons is our patch. I’m sure 

the Australian people will understand if Solomons becomes a failed state it is a haven 

potentially for terrorists, drug-runners and money launderers. We don’t want that on 

our doorstep’.

  

210

6.6 Motive 

  

A survey of statements by elite decision-makers during the response formulation 

phase between mid-May and July 24, 2003 reveals a number of motives and 

objectives for Australian intervention in the Solomon Islands. Without access to 

archival documentation, this analysis was necessarily limited to public statements, 

although background interviews with participants in the policy community and 

analyses in the secondary literature suggests that publicly available motive accounts 

were largely consistent with those used within government. 
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The most commonly and enduringly stated governance objective from May 

2003, linked to the pattern of order, and which encapsulated Canberra’s policy since 

at least January 2002, was to restore law and order in Solomon Islands. This equated 

with shutting down the criminal gangs, reducing elite corruption, recovering weapons 

and ending civil unrest. The domestic audience was only targeted directly with the 

motives of preventing state failure in Solomon Islands, or managing the transnational 

risks of drug trafficking, money laundering, people smuggling and terrorism, when 

the deployment of forces was imminent. In this case, the acute risk environment in 

Australian society after the Bali bombings was an enabling factor, or as others have 

argued, a pretext,211 to allow the government to undertake the intervention primarily 

for prestige-based motives linked to the distribution of capabilities. In empirical 

terms, there was arguably some minor drug trafficking and money laundering 

problems emanating from the Solomons, but all informed observers agree that the 

people smuggling and terrorism risks were fictitious.212

To restore law and order was usually followed by the objective of re-building 

the infrastructure or machinery of government to facilitate or provide the conditions 

for social and economic recovery. This was again linked to the pattern of order and 

sometimes stated more specifically as improving or rebuilding the Finance Ministry, 

central bank, police force and judicial system. These objectives appeared designed to 

resonate in a threefold way. It signalled to Solomon’s elites, other Pacific states and 

the international society that Australia’s state-building objectives in the region were 

limited and technocratic rather than political. It also directly engaged with the post-

9/11 global security and governance agenda, but in a straightforward language that 

would also resonate with the preoccupations of the Australian electorate.    

  

The primary motive for the intervention was intensively stated by Howard and 

Downer during the response formulation phase of the case study and can be found 

throughout the entire episode in the media. This revolved around the prestige or 

reputational requirements of Australia fulfilling its special responsibility or leadership 
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role in the region, in the eyes of Pacific neighbours, but more importantly, to the 

United States and the “international community”.  

6.7 Mode of intervention 

During the response formulation phase, the distribution of capabilities, pattern of 

international order, and domestic risk sensitivity conditioned the mode of governance 

intervention to be undertaken to reverse Solomon Islands’ state failure: a multilateral 

and indefinite Australian-led intervention, limited in scope to the objects of restoring 

law and order and re-building the machinery of government in areas of police, judicial 

and prison systems, budget and finance, and accountability and transparency across all 

government functions. If Australia’s performance in fulfilling these tasks was seen to 

be effective, the less tangible prestige-based motive of upholding Australia’s 

international responsibilities in its sphere of influence would be achieved. 

 More so than the case studies examined in chapters 4 and 5, the objectives of 

the intervention were clearly very limited. This reflected the rigid consensus in the 

Australian government on what governance entails. It also perhaps reflects the lesser 

international complexity in the unipolar system and the peripheral nature of the South 

Pacific compared with the strategic sensitivity of state failure in the previous case 

studies. The restoration of physical security and removal of weapons from the 

community was measurable. So was the bureaucratic element of the intervention. The 

technocratic nature of the initiatives allowed them, in principle, to be benchmarked so 

progress could be measured. Australia’s reputational goals in the region were also 

modest and achievable.213

I argue in this section that Australia’s post-intervention policy contains two 

fundamental inconsistencies that make RAMSI’s long-term success doubtful 

according to its own objectives. The Howard government’s motives for the 

 The intervention was indefinite, as stated by Howard and 

Downer a number of times. It was also likely to encounter serious problems due to its 

incongruence with Melanesian political culture, which must have been understood by 

Howard and especially Downer, who was always the most conservative on the issue. 

However, due to the remoteness and obscurity of the Pacific region, this was unlikely 

to detract much from Australian prestige at restoring order. 
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intervention were driven by considerations linked primarily to the distribution of 

capabilities and external to the Solomon Islands. The intervention was conceived 

hastily, and could not and never was intended to solve the root causes of the Solomon 

Islands’ social conflicts. RAMSI could only ever be a “band aid” solution. Risk 

discourses of transnational crime and terrorism, maintained for a short while by 

Howard and Downer after the deployment, are completely absent from official 

RAMSI documentation and subsequent analysis. There was no genuine transnational 

risk to Australia from the Solomon Islands. 

 Following from this, the objectives for the governance intervention favoured 

by the Howard government, linked to the pattern of international order, were limited 

and technocratic, and despite decades of Australian experience to the contrary, were 

seemingly assumed to be able to be insulated from indigenous political culture. A 

successful outcome for RAMSI’s objectives is incompatible with the cooperative 

intervention arrangements, which have been shown to be a function of the distribution 

of capabilities. RAMSI’s governance reforms and state-building programs do not 

seem reconcilable with local cultures and political institutions, which cannot be 

altered under the consensual, cooperative intervention approach. This fundamental 

inconsistency, which can only lead to Australia’s failure on its own terms, or 

permanent presence, is a product of Canberra’s externally focused motives for the 

intervention.  

The Howard government’s decision to pursue a multilateral veneer for the 

intervention through the PIF in the certain absence of a UN Security Council mandate, 

and Canberra’s insistence on the consent of the Solomon’s government, was also due 

mainly to external factors. A consensual and cooperative intervention that did not 

challenge Honiara’s legal sovereignty was in keeping with Australia’s traditional 

posture in the region and its ostensible respect for postcolonial sensitivities in the 

Pacific and Southeast Asia. In that, it would garner greater regional and international 

support, thereby contributing to the government’s reputational requirements. The 

controversy over US unilateralism in Iraq, in which Australia was implicated, also 

worked against a more isolated line of action or a more robust political posture that 

would remove the Honiara government. Australia’s dominance of the PIF also 

ensured that a multilateral umbrella was readily available without expending the 

diplomatic resources that an approach to the Security Council would entail. Australia 
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could uphold its regional responsibilities in the war on terror as an important part of 

the US-led core of the international system at relatively low risk and cost. 

The brief planning stage for the intervention had settled on three phases.214 

The initial phase would focus on the tactical and operational issues of establishing 

physical security and order in the main trouble spots. Phase two would consolidate the 

establishment of law and order through reconstituting the police force, building 

capacity in the judicial and penal system and by tackling corruption. The third phase 

was to consolidate these gains by improving the machinery of government in terms of 

its transparency and accountability to provide a sustainable basis for Solomon’s self-

reliance and development into the future.215

The first Australian combat troops, police and bureaucratic personnel landed at 

Henderson Airfield, Honiara, at 7:00am on July 24, 2003 from a fleet of 13 RAAF C-

130 Hercules transport aircraft. HMAS Manoora, which was despatched a few days 

earlier, simultaneously moored off Honiara as an overbearing symbol of the 

intervention. An amphibious landing was made some two and a half hours later at Red 

Beach. Australian troops were supplemented by small contingents from New Zealand, 

PNG, Fiji and Tonga.

  

216

This was a massive show of strength for a tiny, impoverished Pacific nation, 

well beyond what was necessary. It was designed to intimidate the armed elements 

into a quick surrender and satisfy the Howard government’s prestige requirements. In 

this it was an absolute success. Not a shot was fired and militants and criminals 

quickly surrendered or melted away. This success was also due in part to Australian 

forces’ experience in handling similar low-level conflict situations in Bougainville 

and East Timor.

 Helicopters buzzed the city and Guadalcanal’s coastline, 

while the first RAMSI police patrols began to move onto Honiara’s streets. Honiara 

was secured the following day.  

217

John Howard visited Honiara on August 25, 2003 to a rapturous reception. 

The Prime Minister indicated that now that basic security had been restored, 
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addressing corruption and poor governance would consolidate these gains.218 

RAMSI’s state-building program would consist of three “pillars”: (1) law and justice, 

(2) economic governance and (3) machinery of government. These pillars would 

provide the formal institutional frameworks to support longer-term socio-economic 

development. These pillars remain the same at the time of writing in early 2010.219 

Australia’s continuing bilateral assistance program, integrated under Canberra’s 

whole-of-government approach, but conceptually separate from RAMSI’s core 

mandate, added a fourth pillar of helping to build strong and peaceful communities.220

The initial law and order and financial stabilisation phase of the intervention is 

almost universally regarded as an outstanding success and as an international model 

for others to follow.

  

221

In April 2006, the first general elections were held in Solomon Islands since 

the intervention in 2003. The 2006 election was a highly anticipated opportunity for 

the people of the Solomons to replace the Kemakeza government, which remained 

widely viewed as unpopular and incompetent, and to politically consolidate the 

bureaucratic re-building process put in place by RAMSI.  

 Militants and criminal gangs were disarmed, and arrested or 

demobilised. Most weapons were recovered. The rule of law was restored. The public 

debt was paid and Honiara’s budget position stabilised. RAMSI enjoyed high levels of 

support in the Solomon’s community, particularly for the restoration of public safety. 

Apart from the New Zealand and Fijian police contingents, the multilateral 

participation of other Pacific states was symbolic and remains negligible, at least in 

terms of numbers.  

But on April 18 to the horror of the crowd waiting outside Parliament, it was 

announced that elected members had appointed as Prime Minister, Snyder Rini, 
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Kemakeza’s former Deputy and disgraced former Finance Minister. The process of 

selecting the Prime Minister is factionalised, opaque and notoriously corrupt, with 

payments of S$20,000 to $60,000 reported to have changed hands in 2006. The funds 

were allegedly provided by Chinese business interests, and seemingly confirmed 

Asian interference in the political process.222 Allegations that Taiwan was funding 

candidates swirled around the elections but were denied by the Taiwanese ambassador 

claiming that Taipei’s aid was transparent and flowed only through the Solomons 

Central Bank. It is doubtful that this statement was strictly accurate, but the 

transparency and accountability of Taiwanese funding had improved at RAMSI’s 

instigation.223

 Two days of serious rioting, arson and looting followed Rini’s appointment, 

focused mainly on Honiara’s Chinatown, and leaving large parts of the city in ruins, 

while displacing 600 Chinese residents and injuring 28 Australian police.

  

224 Rini 

resigned his position to be replaced by post-2000 coup Prime Minister Sogavare who 

was highly critical of RAMSI. Sogavare’s 20-month tenure marked a serious decline 

in relations between Honiara and Canberra. Playing to his local constituency, 

Sogavare took every opportunity to anger the Australian government making it 

difficult in turn for RAMSI to maintain its air of political neutrality. Smarting from 

the adverse turn of events in 2006, Howard and Downer responded to Sogavare in a 

bullying manner that Moore has described as neo-colonial and racist at worst and 

paternal and arrogant at best.225

In 2010, the ongoing RAMSI commitment remains modest at 303 police, a 

very small, unspecified military contingent and 197 civilian bureaucrats. Australians 

continue to comprise the vast bulk of these numbers.

 Relations between the Australian and Solomon 

Islands’ governments improved after a parliamentary no-confidence motion removed 

the Sogavare government in December 2007. This coincided with the election of the 

Rudd Labor government in Australia in November of that year.  
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positions, and questions are beginning to be asked why Solomon Islanders have not 

yet been trained to fill these roles. Through RAMSI and AusAID’s bilateral assistance 

program, Australia has been supporting the Solomon Islands with approximately 

AUD$200 million per annum supplemented by about NZ$16 million. This level of 

funding, while substantial, cannot provide for large national development projects or 

infrastructure nor was it designed to.227

As yet, there is no timetable for an exit date. In the wake of the 2006 riots, a 

review mechanism with the Solomon’s government was initiated and a Performance 

Framework developed to benchmark progress and set future priorities.

 

228 Annual 

Performance Reports have been commissioned by RAMSI since 2006. The 2008 

report lays out thirteen long-term outcomes that presumably need to be met before a 

RAMSI withdrawal can take place. None of the outcomes are readily quantifiable, and 

must remain a matter of judgement. This is recognised explicitly in the Report, which 

states that ‘assessing progress towards self-reliance is inherently difficult and, at this 

stage in RAMSI’s evolution, relatively subjective and largely reliant on the views of 

RAMSI personnel’.229 For illustration, one outcome denotes ‘safe and stable 

communities’; and another, ‘government services responsive to and reaching all 

people effectively’. Some of the interim targets appear measurable, but most are 

similarly vague, such as ‘capacity of judges, magistrates and lawyers enhanced’.230 

All gains were also regarded as fragile and reversible.231 Downer said on May 19, 

2006 that RAMSI would stay until it had done all it realistically could do.232 Howard 

refused to be drawn on October 22, 2006 as to whether RAMSI would be in place for 

more than 20 years.233

 The early success of RAMSI has contributed to its ongoing problems. High 

expectations and unrealistic hopes have inevitable led to disappointments. RAMSI’s 

efficacy in fixing problems, compared with the local alternative, has also engendered 

dependence, thereby undercutting domestic initiative and capacity. Further criticisms 

that RAMSI fails to solve the “root causes” of conflict in Solomon Islands, such as 
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land tenure, demonstrate expectations that go way beyond Canberra’s objectives or 

competencies.234 Clive Moore, for instance, criticises RAMSI for overemphasising 

the law and justice elements at the expense of rural development and land reform.235 

The Australian government was clear from the beginning of the episode, however, 

that it would not and could not solve the deep-seated ethnic and social problems of the 

Solomons. After the troubles of 2006-07, it seems to be accepted that issues of land 

tenure, political reform and ethnic reconciliation are outside RAMSI’s mandate.236

 Dinnen argues that despite its technocratic conception, RAMSI could not help 

but be political, clearly illustrated in the struggle between the Sogavare and Howard 

governments over the scope and direction of reform. In neo-patrimonial or “big men” 

political environments, activities that are ostensibly technical and neutral, and judicial 

assumptions of procedural justice become inherently politically-charged.

  

237 There is 

little conceptual separation between the person and the office in such environments.238 

Liberal tenets of individual accountability and procedural justice are also ill-suited in 

an environment of group grievance requiring a distributive justice framework.239 One 

of Sogavare’s criticisms of RAMSI was its “heavy-handed” legalistic approach, which 

was unsuited to solving communal problems in the Solomons.240

RAMSI’s “cooperative intervention” approach suffers from the fundamental 

problem that while the local government depends on external resources for any 

effectiveness and performance-based legitimacy it may have, the intervening power 

has no authority over the local government, or direct control over its behaviour. Under 

its constitutive arrangements, RAMSI cannot diminish Honiara’s legal sovereignty. 

However, as Dinnen points out, the governance reforms RAMSI needs to entrench 

require a level of political commitment that is absent in Honiara.

  

241

Moore argues that accusations RAMSI is neo-colonial are not unjustified in 

that it has its own external agenda that it seeks to enforce, even against the will of the 
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sovereign government, as seen under Sogavare. On the other hand, many Solomon 

Islanders want more radical political change, but this is not possible under cooperative 

intervention, which only seeks to improve bureaucratic institutions.242 It does seem 

illogical to attempt to reverse state failure by keeping the current flawed political 

institutions in place. This can only stem from the belief in international policy circles 

noted in chapter 2 that “governance” can be separated from unreliable local politics. 

According to Morgan and McLeod, and supported by all RAMSI and Australian 

government public documentation, there has been no reconsideration of whether the 

technocratic or international “best practice” approach to governance and state-

building is appropriate for Solomon Islands or should be modified to suit local 

circumstances.243

 The risk for Australia’s intervention in Solomon Islands remains the same as 

with the historical case studies considered in previous chapters. There can be no 

guarantees that with an unreconstructed political class and deeply rooted socio-

economic and ethnic cleavages, that RAMSI’s formal state-building initiatives will 

not unravel as quickly as they were put in place. Even if the re-built governance 

structures endure, they are unlikely to produce the outcomes desired by Australian 

governments when combined with indigenous political culture. Canberra’s worst fear, 

and to the detriment of Australia’s international reputation, is that after so much effort 

and billions of dollars, the Solomon Islands will look, not long after RAMSI’s 

departure, like nothing had ever happened.

 It seems that decision-makers are just as resistant to changing their 

objectives in the unipolar system as they were shown to be in the other international 

systemic structures examined in the dissertation. 

244

6.8 Conclusion 

  Never able to be certain of success, and 

with massive resources and prestige committed, the logic is one of semi-permanent 

Australian involvement and administrative guidance that is likely to alter only in 

conjunction with changes to the structure of the international system or to the pattern 

of order in the international society. 

The purpose of this chapter has been to evaluate the theoretical framework against a 

case study of state failure and governance intervention in the unipolar international 
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system of the first decade of the twenty-first century. The findings of the research 

support the theoretical framework and further contribute to answering the research 

questions posed in the introduction. The dynamics of this case study were distinct 

from the multipolar and bipolar systems considered in chapters 4 and 5. The unipolar 

system did not feature intense strategic competition at the system-level, and the liberal 

pattern of international order was homogenous. The thresholds for state failure and 

permissible intervention were shown to be very low relative to the previous case 

studies. Current wealthy societies, are, however, regarded as “risk” societies, and it 

was shown that an acute level of risk sensitivity prevailed in Australia, as in other 

Western states, during the period under consideration from 2001 to 2003.    

It has been demonstrated that gaining an understanding of the interpretation of 

state failure in the Solomon’s case was more nuanced and complex than in the other 

case studies considered in the dissertation. This greater complexity is mainly a 

product of Australia’s status as a regional ally of the hegemon, rather than a great 

power in its own right. I have argued that Australia’s position in the international 

system ensured it became directly engaged after 2001 at unipolar level with the “war 

on terror” and the new security agenda of failed states and transnational issues. It was 

also shown that as a middle power located in the South Pacific; Australia maintains 

traditional regional strategic concerns that interacted with the new security agenda at 

the global level. 

The chapter has found that the interpretation of state failure in Solomon 

Islands by Canberra’s elite decision-makers can be understood in the context of 

Australia’s self-perceived role in the US unipolar system and regional disorder that 

contravened both the transnational security and liberal governance agendas in “war on 

terror” context. I have demonstrated that the low-threshold disorder in the Solomons 

was represented by elite decision-makers and the Australian media within a risk logic 

of potentiality. According to most observers, the Solomon Islands was a failed state 

by at least December 2002. That an interpretation of state failure was not made by the 

government until May 2003, after Australia’s role in the Iraq war had been resolved, 

demonstrates, as in the previous case studies, the partly constructed nature of state 

failure. Of the three cases, the construction of state failure is clearest here. The acute 

risk environment after the Bali bombings was shown to be an enabling factor, or even 

a pretext for an intervention that was undertaken primarily for reasons of international 
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reputation. There were arguably some minor transnational crime issues in Solomon 

Islands, but there was no evidence for the people smuggling or terrorism risks.   

The findings from the chapter show that the mode of a multilateral and 

indefinite Australian-led intervention, limited in scope, was formulated between early 

May and July 24, 2003. The multilateral intervention and its indefinite duration were 

functions of the distribution of capabilities. The scope of the intervention, limited to 

the governance objectives of restoring law and order and re-building the machinery of 

government, was a function primarily of the pattern of international order. This was 

consistent also with Canberra’s technocratic understanding of governance and state-

building. In contrast to the previous case studies, there were no strategic constraints 

preventing Australia conducting the intervention or in circumscribing its duration. 

Canberra’s symbolic preference for a multilateral intervention contributed to its 

reputational motive. By contrast, a unilateral intervention would have caused 

problems in the Pacific, Southeast Asia and also with New Zealand. The primary 

motive for the intervention was shown to be the bolstering of Australia’s international 

standing in the war on terror, vis-à-vis the United States and the international 

community, by keeping order and managing transnational risks in its regional sphere 

of influence.   

The last main finding from the chapter was that the configuration of factors 

has given rise to two fundamental inconsistencies in post-intervention Australian 

policy. Canberra’s governance objectives for the intervention were limited and 

technocratic, and assumed to be insulated from, or able to bypass local political 

culture. It has been shown that the limited bureaucratic reform package, a function of 

the pattern of order, is not compatible with the cooperative intervention arrangement, 

a function of the distribution of capabilities. It seems apparent that the governance 

program Canberra seeks to consolidate is for the most part irreconcilable with 

Solomon Islands’ informal cultural institutions, which cannot be altered in any 

satisfactory time frame, if at all, under the cooperative intervention approach. These 

inconsistencies seem likely, under prevailing international conditions, to lead either to 

Australia’s withdrawal and failure to achieve its stated objectives, or to its permanent 

presence in the Solomon Islands. There is no sign in 2010 that Australia intends to 

change its objectives, nor is there any sign of an exit date for the intervention.   
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7. Conclusion: summary and implications for the twenty-first century 

7.1 Summary of main findings 
The conclusion to the dissertation summarises the main findings of the study, draws 

some implications for the coming decades of the twenty-first century, and suggests 

directions for future research on this topic. The main findings in each case study will 

be briefly summarised before identifying significant patterns and an assessment of 

how well the empirical evidence supports the theoretical framework advanced in 

chapter 3, and therefore provides answers to the research questions posed in the 

introduction.  

7.1.1 Interpretation 
 
Distribution of capabilities: 

For Britain in Egypt, the failure of the Khedivate to maintain effective control, 

manifest in Arábi’s nationalist rebellion, threatened Egypt’s international financial 

obligations to which all the Powers were interested. This raised the risk in the 

nineteenth-century multipolar system of intervention by the other Powers in an area of 

high strategic value to Britain. This was a direct threat to British imperial interests in 

the Near East and India. 

 

For the United States in South Vietnam, the deteriorating effectiveness of the Diem 

regime in the face of the NLF insurgency, and the chronic state weakness that 

followed his demise during 1964, was an acute risk to US Cold War strategic 

objectives in Southeast Asia. The loss of South Vietnam in turn risked a “free world” 

collapse in the postcolonial periphery, a disastrous erosion of the US strategic position 

in the Cold War. 

 

For Australia in Solomon Islands, the armed elite rivalry and extortion of the spoils 

and resources of government, fuelled by Taiwanese loans, and general criminal 

lawlessness, engaged Canberra’s transnational security interests in unipolar “war on 

terror” and regional strategic contexts. These developments in Canberra’s sphere of 

influence eroded Australia’s managerial role in the region thus diminishing its 

standing vis-à-vis the United States and other core members of international society. 
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The dynamics of system polarity across the three cases in the interpretation phase 

supports the theoretical framework. The multipolar and bipolar cases, which were 

characterised by intense strategic competition, were quite similar to one another, as 

anticipated. In each of these cases of failure, the incidence of state weakness and 

transnational disorder was in a geographical location of high strategic value to the 

intervening state. The transnational activity was either actively fostered by strategic 

competitors as in the case of South Vietnam, or it encouraged the interference of other 

powers as in the case of Egypt. The dynamics of the unipolar case also played out 

largely as anticipated for a regional power and close ally of the hegemon. The state 

weakness and low-threshold disorder in Solomons engaged Canberra’s interests at the 

unipolar level of the war on terror, and also at regional level, with the prestige 

concerns of being seen to keep order in its self-proclaimed sphere of influence. 

 

Pattern of order: 

For Britain in Egypt, the failure of the legitimate Khedival state to maintain a rational-

bureaucratic structure under Anglo-French supervision removed the guarantee that 

Egypt would meet its international obligations. This was an unacceptable breach of 

the pattern of order and the condition on which the strategic status quo rested. 

 

For the United States in Vietnam, the RVN regimes failed to maintain even minimal 

levels of administrative competence and territorial control, or effectively carry out the 

rural pacification program against the NLF. This was an unacceptable breach of 

Washington’s requirement for a stable anti-communist international order in 

Southeast Asia, and among the emerging postcolonial states of the global periphery.  

 

For Australia in Solomon Islands, the breakdown of law and order, gross economic 

mismanagement, disorganised criminality, and armed extortion were a clear breach of 

the post-Cold War liberal pattern of international order, the post-9/11 transnational 

security agenda, and Australia’s expectations for good governance in the region.  

 

The dynamics of the pattern of order across the three cases in the interpretation phase 

support the theoretical framework to the strongest degree of the three factors. The 

threshold for failure in the two heterogenous international orders was extremely high 

compared to the unipolar case. In the Egypt case, the transnational actor effectively 
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captured the state, thereby threatening treaty obligations, European lives and property 

and important strategic interests. The threshold for failure in the South Vietnam case 

was similarly high. With external support, the transnational actor sought to capture the 

state thereby breaching US expectations for a non-communist international order. The 

threshold for failure in the unipolar case was shown to be extremely low. The actors 

involved were corrupt politicians and police intermixed with local gang leaders. Their 

activities contravened the liberal governance agenda and engaged with transnational 

security discourses in the post-9/11 context. There appears, however, despite the 

rhetoric, to have been little activity that was genuinely transnational. 

 

Domestic risk sensitivity: 

For Britain, the public required both prestige in imperial policy and the avoidance of 

Great Power conflict. There was little mention, however, of public opinion during the 

interpretation phase. It was inferred from the press coverage and secondary sources 

that low to moderate domestic risk sensitivity functioned to reinforce the elite 

interpretation of state failure at the intersection of imperial strategy and transnational 

disorder. 

 

For the United States, the public required both strength and peace. Perceptions of 

domestic risk sensitivity were high, and required that strength be shown in containing 

communism while avoiding a ground war with China in Asia, or a general war with 

the Soviet Union. In the interpretation phase, domestic risk sensitivity functioned as a 

negative constraint. President Johnson was not prepared to either “lose” Vietnam to 

communism or get the country into a “war” in an election year. 

 

For Australia, the domestic risk climate in war on terror context was acute. The shock 

of the Bali bombings prompted the move to a full-blown risk discourse of failed states 

and transnational terrorism. Solomon Islands was labelled a “failing state” and linked 

to a raft of potential transnational threats across the South Pacific region that had little 

substance in an empirical sense.  

 

The dynamics of domestic risk sensitivity across the three cases are perhaps mixed in 

supporting the theoretical framework. The nature of domestic political considerations 

was similar in the multipolar and bipolar cases. The public required both strength and 
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peace. The domestic risk climate in Britain in the interpretation phase of the Egypt 

case seems low compared with the other cases, although it escalated sharply during 

subsequent response formulation. There was no direct primary source evidence that 

risk sensitivity was a consideration for decision-makers in the interpretation phase, 

but it is a reasonable inference from the press coverage and secondary sources that it 

was a supporting motive. By contrast, the risk climate in Cold War America in the 

1960s was high, and domestic political constraints around election timing were very 

important in the interpretation of South Vietnam’s state failure. In the Australian case, 

the domestic risk climate was acute after the Bali bombing. This appeared to function 

as an enabling factor for the Howard government in declaring Solomon Islands to be a 

failing state so it could intervene for reasons that appear quite unrelated. The apparent 

pattern of rising domestic risk sensitivity from the nineteenth-century to the present, 

does, however, support the proposition made in chapter 3 that it is a phenomenon that 

has increased from early to late-modernity. 

 

Overall, the relationships between the key concepts in the theoretical framework have 

been demonstrated. The interpretation phase of the case studies supports the 

theoretical framework to a convincing degree. The partly constructed nature of state 

failure, i.e., its indirect and superficial correspondence with the empirical situation on 

the ground in the weak state concerned, and its reliance on external interpretive 

factors, is demonstrated. This claim is weakened somewhat in that the boundary 

between state weakness as an empirical question and state failure as a constructed 

condition was quite diffuse, variable and difficult to pin down across the three cases. 

In each case, most observers and representatives on the ground assessed that the states 

had failed some months before elite decision-makers. This was based mainly on 

prudential concerns in the Britain-Egypt case, electoral concerns in the US-Vietnam 

case, and Iraq War concerns in the Australia-Solomons case. Domestic risk sensitivity 

in the interpretation phase is perhaps the weakest element in the framework. Levels of 

risk sensitivity are inherently interpretive and difficult to specify. It also functioned in 

a more complex and multidirectional manner than the distribution of capabilities and 

pattern of international order. The main findings from the subsequent response 

formulation, motive and mode of intervention phases are amenable to diagrammatic 

representation, and are summarised on the following chart.  
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Case study 

Factors Motives 

 

Mode of intervention 

System 
structure 

Pattern of 
order 

Domestic 
risk 

sensitivity 

Official Primary Conduct Scope Duration Success/failure 
on intended 
objectives 

Britain-
Egypt, 
1882 

multipolar heterogenous moderate put down 
Arábi, secure 

lives, 
property, 

treaty 
obligations  

(order) 

imperial 
prestige 

(DOC*) 

(risk) 

unilateral 

(DOC) 

(risk) 

limited 
objectives 

(order) 

temporary 

(DOC) 

(risk) 

Mixed:  

limited 
governance 
objectives 
achieved, but 
indefinite 
duration 

US-South 
Vietnam, 
1965 

bipolar heterogenous high defend/protect 
RVN from 

external 
aggression 

(order) 

credibility of 
US global 
position 

(DOC) 

(risk) 

unilateral 

(DOC) 

(risk) 

limited 

objectives 

(order) 

(DOC) 

indefinite 

(DOC) 

(order) 

Failure: 

unable to 
achieve limited 
governance 
objectives and 
withdrawal  

Australia-
Solomon 
Islands, 
2003 

unipolar homogenous acute restore order, 
prevent 

transnational 
crime, terror 

(order) 

(risk) 

international 
standing in 

war on terror 

(DOC) 

(risk) 

multilateral 

(DOC) 

limited 

objectives 

(order) 

(risk) 

indefinite 

(DOC) 

(order) 

Mixed: 

limited 
governance 
objectives not 
achieved  

*DOC refers to distribution of capabilities



 

 228 

7.1.2 Response formulation 
 
Britain-Egypt, 1882: 

The chart shows that the officially stated motives for the intervention were to put 

down the Arábi rebellion, secure British lives and property, and guarantee Egypt’s 

international obligations. These motives were consistent with the pattern of order and 

permissible reasons for intervention in the nineteenth-century international society. 

The analysis has shown that these motives were derivative of the primary reason for 

the intervention: to restore imperial prestige, a function of capabilities and risk. 

Moving to the right, the diagram shows that during the response formulation 

phase of the Britain-Egypt case, a multipolar system with a heterogenous pattern of 

order and moderate level of domestic risk sensitivity produced a unilateral and 

temporary intervention, limited in scope. The unilateral intervention was a function of 

polarity and risk. Multipolarity produced a unilateral intervention due to the 

intransigence of the Powers at the Conference in coming to agreement on a regulated 

Turkish intervention or a multilateral European intervention. Domestic risk sensitivity 

was also shown to contribute to the unilateral intervention through the intense 

clamour of the press and parliament, which definitively precluded Cabinet inaction as 

the crisis escalated. 

The limited governance objectives, as for all cases, were linked primarily to 

the pattern of international order. During the response formulation phase in the Egypt 

case, the financial disorder degenerated into physical disorder that threatened the lives 

and property of Europeans in Egypt, and therefore British imperial prestige. The 

limited governance objectives of the intervention were directly addressed to these 

problems: the restoration of the legitimate power and authority of the Khedive, the 

maintenance of Egypt’s international obligations, and the prudent development of 

self-governing institutions. The temporary duration of the intervention was also linked 

primarily to polarity but also to risk. As part of the Eastern Question and subject to the 

European balance, there could be no indefinite or permanent position in Egypt. This 

was also supported by domestic risk sensitivity in that Great Power conflict was to be 

avoided. The limited objectives of this intervention were very much oriented to 

restoring the status quo. Different from the other cases, there seemed to be a confident 

assumption that this could be achieved quickly.   
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US-South Vietnam, 1965: 

The diagram shows that the officially stated motives for the intervention were to 

protect the Republic of Vietnam from external aggression from North Vietnam. This 

motive was consistent with the postcolonial pattern of order and permissible reasons 

for intervention in the international society. This motive was clearly derivative of the 

primary reason for the intervention: to maintain the credibility of US global 

commitments, which was linked to capabilities and risk. 

Moving to the right, the chart shows that during the response formulation 

phase of the US-South Vietnam case, a bipolar system produced a unilateral 

intervention, limited in its governance objectives, and with an indefinite duration. 

Similar to the first case study, unilateralism was a function of the distribution of 

capabilities and domestic risk. In the zero-sum world of Cold War bipolarity, the 

Soviet Union would have vetoed any proposed UN Security Council Resolution 

authorising intervention in South Vietnam. The limited objectives were primarily a 

function of the pattern of order but also linked to polarity in that some were directly 

related to easing the external pressure from North Vietnam. The indefinite duration 

was linked with both capabilities and order. If US military activities were kept 

limited, there were no compelling strategic constraints circumscribing the duration. It 

was also considered likely that the governance objectives would take an extended 

period of time to achieve. 

 

Australia-Solomon Islands, 2003: 

The chart shows that the officially stated motives for the intervention were to restore 

law and order and prevent transnational crime and terrorism. These motives were 

consistent with the homogenous liberal pattern of international order and permissible 

reasons for intervention in the twenty-first century international society. The largely 

fictitious transnational crime and terrorism motives were also very much a product of 

domestic risk sensitivity. The above analysis has shown that these motives were 

derivative of the primary reason for the intervention: to enhance Australia’s 

international standing in war on terror context, a function of polarity in this case. 

Moving to the right, the diagram shows that a unipolar system with a 

homogenous pattern of international order and acute level of domestic risk sensitivity 

produced a multilateral and indefinite intervention, limited in scope. The multilateral 

intervention was a function of the distribution of capabilities. This is an interesting 
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finding from the dissertation: that unipolar international systems generate pressures 

for multilateral interventions. It was beyond the scope of this study to delve into this 

further, but this dynamic can be clearly observed in the 2003 controversy over US 

unilateralism in Iraq. Indeed, it seems a general pattern in the unipolar post-Cold War 

era, without intense strategic competition, that multilateralism has been afforded a 

high priority in normative terms. This seems to be attributable to the liberal pattern of 

international order, which, as shown above, is derivative of US unipolarity.  

From Australia’s perspective, after the Iraq controversy a unipolar intervention 

would have raised opprobrium in the Pacific, Southeast Asia and with New Zealand, 

thereby diminishing rather than enhancing international prestige. Under the auspices 

of the Pacific Islands Forum, Canberra was able to garner multilateral legitimation for 

the intervention at low diplomatic cost. The limited objectives of the Australian 

intervention were a function of the pattern of international order, as in all cases, and 

consistent with Canberra’s view of best practice in governance and state-building. The 

indefinite duration was a product of polarity and order. There were no strategic 

constraints preventing Australia conducting the intervention or in circumscribing its 

duration. Similar to the Vietnam case, it was also anticipated that some of the 

governance objectives would require a lengthy period to achieve. 

 

Overall, the response formulation phase of the case studies supported the theoretical 

framework convincingly, perhaps to a greater degree than the interpretation phase. 

There seems little doubt that each of the three factors played an indispensible part for 

elite decision-makers in formulating motives and objectives, and in the modes of 

intervention undertaken. As in the interpretation phase, the multipolar and bipolar 

cases displayed similar dynamics. The analysis has demonstrated that modes of 

intervention were heavily constrained by the exigencies of strategic competition 

producing unilateral interventions in both case studies, although differing in intended 

durations for the intervention.  

As anticipated, the officially stated motives and limited governance objectives 

of the interventions were consistent with their respective patterns of international 

order and permissible reasons for intervention. As opposed to the homogenous liberal 

order in case study 3, the regime forms and specific governance structures required in 

the heterogenous patterns of order of case studies 1 and 2 were not well-specified and 

largely left to the discretion of in-country representatives. This supports the argument 
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made in chapter 3 that permissible reasons for intervention in heterogenous orders 

will be of a high threshold and specific, while acceptable governance outcomes will 

be broader and less specific. 

The differences in duration appeared to be a result of greater complexity and 

uncertainty in the multipolar Egypt case than the bipolar Vietnam case. British 

relative strength was such that it could not withstand a coalition of the other Powers 

against it. The other Powers also had a legal right of interference in aspects of Egypt’s 

financial administration. Germany and Russia had only grudgingly acquiesced to the 

British intervention and there were no guarantees that this was anything more than a 

temporary expedient. In the Vietnam case, by contrast, Washington had received solid 

assurances that China and the Soviet Union would not enter the conflict provided the 

intervention did not step outside certain limited criteria. The United States also 

maintained a large margin of strategic capability over both Beijing and Moscow. 

As anticipated, the unipolar case displayed some different dynamics during the 

response formulation phase. Without intense strategic competition, the unipolar 

system produced pressures for a multilateral intervention for the reasons given above. 

Similar to the other cases, however, the officially stated motives and limited 

governance objectives for the intervention were consistent with the pattern of order 

and permissible reasons for intervention in the international society. The governance 

objectives in the Solomons case, with a homogenous pattern of order, were also very 

narrow, specific and technocratic compared with the two heterogenous cases. This 

supports the argument made above that permissible reasons for intervention in 

homogenous international orders will be amorphous and expansive, while the 

anticipated governance outcomes will be narrowly circumscribed. There were no 

constraints on the duration of the Australian intervention in contrast to both the other 

case studies.  

An anomaly in the Australian case was that while domestic risk sensitivity 

played a crucial part in the official motives for the intervention, and indeed, appeared 

to be an essential contextual factor in the decision to intervene; it was difficult to 

strongly attribute risk to any of the mode of intervention categories as shown on the 

diagram. This appears due to the largely fictitious or rhetorical character of the 

transnational risk from the Solomons, and again demonstrates the partly constructed 

nature of state failure.  
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7.1.3 Motives 
Elite decision-makers in each episode claimed a special responsibility for keeping 

international order, albeit reluctantly in some instances. Similar to all case studies, 

also, were the primary motives for the intervention. Each was undertaken for reasons 

of prestige. Somewhat unexpectedly in the cases of Britain-Egypt and Australia-

Solomons, prestige-based motives linked directly to the distribution of capabilities 

and domestic risk sensitivity were stated publicly and forcefully by elite decision-

makers in the lead up to intervention. Therefore, one of the main findings of the 

dissertation is that managing the transnational risks of failed states, or “keeping order 

in the periphery”, is viewed by leading states and their close allies as an important 

activity for either maintaining or accruing international prestige. It was also shown to 

be an avenue for demonstrating national security “strength” in the domestic political 

sphere. This finding challenges the prevalent assumption that realism is of only 

marginal relevance to the post-Cold War new security and transnational issues 

agenda. The interventions in this case study can only be understood adequately within 

a paradigm of neo-classical realism that emphasises the primacy of material power 

and polarity at the system level, but also recognises the importance of ideas, identity 

and beliefs at both the international society and domestic political levels. 

In the British and United States’ cases, it was clear that this was prestige as a 

means to further strategic ends. The Australian case is a little more difficult to 

decipher. The Howard government’s requirement for international standing at the 

unipolar level appears as more of an end in itself, while in regional context it can be 

viewed as contributing to Canberra’s longstanding strategic priority of maintaining a 

sphere of influence in the Southwest Pacific. While the modes of intervention across 

the three historical cases may have differed, the primary motive was similar in each 

case. To reiterate, the evidence in each case suggests strongly that governance 

interventions in failed states are taken mainly for reasons of international prestige.     

7.1.4 Mode of intervention 
The final column at the far right of the chart summarises the success or failure of each 

intervention. After nearly seven years at the time of writing, it is perhaps too early to 

make any final assessment in the case of Solomon Islands. Considered in early 2010, 

the evidence suggests that none of the three governance interventions considered in 

the dissertation were successful according to their own objectives. The US case was 
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clearly a failure, while the British and Australian cases have displayed mixed success. 

The British were largely able to achieve their objectives but only after many decades 

of indefinite occupation. Australia quickly achieved its short-term security objectives 

in Solomon Islands, but its longer-term governance achievements remain partial and 

fragile with no sign of adequate performance benchmarks or an exit date.  

The lack of success was shown to be due to inconsistencies between different 

facets of the modes of intervention in each case. In Egypt, the order-based governance 

objectives clashed with the temporary duration based on polarity. In South Vietnam, 

the indefinite duration based on the pattern of order conflicted with the requirements 

of domestic risk sensitivity. Also in Vietnam, the factors influencing the limited 

objectives, i.e., order and capabilities, clashed with each other. In the Australian case, 

its narrow and technocratic governance objectives, linked to the pattern of order, were 

inconsistent with the formula of a multilateral, cooperative intervention, a function of 

the distribution of capabilities. The dynamics in the Australia-Solomons case point to 

a long-term presence and semi-permanent administrative guidance as in Egypt. The 

British only withdrew from Egypt, for example, after the external factors that had 

influenced the decision to intervene had profoundly changed.  

The case studies have also demonstrated clearly, that once committed, elite 

decision-makers are highly resistant to any fundamental alteration in their governance 

objectives, to the point of humiliating failure in the US-South Vietnam case. This 

appears to be a direct product of the pattern of order in the international society, 

which the leading actors have either created or perpetuate in their own values and 

interests. A profound change in governance objectives would serve to undermine the 

international order, for which the intervention was undertaken in the first place. 

It could also be concluded that the partly constructed nature of state failure 

also underlies the post-intervention problems described. In each case, the externally 

generated motives for intervention and the limited governance objectives were not 

well-suited to the social complexities and politico-cultural dynamics of the empirical 

situation on the ground. There was little genuine attempt made by elite decision-

makers in any of the cases to understand the dynamics of state weakness or to tailor 

the governance objectives of the interventions to suit local cultures and conditions 

rather than external considerations. Indeed, as argued in chapter 2, state weakness is 

to a large extent attributable to the inability of all polities at any given time to 

accommodate to the pattern of international order and standards of appropriate 
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statehood laid down by the leading actors. It therefore seems unlikely that state 

weakness in most cases can be ameliorated by a more stringent application of the 

principles of international order.    

7.2 Implications of study   
A number of current and longer-term implications may be drawn from the study. The 

first, following directly from the previous section, is that it is quite clear that limited 

governance interventions in states deemed to be failed are unlikely to be more than 

partly successful. As shown, this suggests either failure or withdrawal, or an indefinite 

presence and administrative guidance until the structure of the international system 

and pattern of international order is altered. At the present time, and cognisant of the 

external factors influencing the current spate of governance interventions, it seems 

prudent for policymakers to expect only mixed results and to have few illusions about 

the likelihood that successful or timely exits can be made. Given the unpropitious 

chances of success, prudence strongly suggests that capable states should not become 

directly involved in the internal problems of weak states, but rather try to quarantine 

or address transnational risks externally. The study suggests that this will be the likely 

trend if the international system moves toward multipolarity in the twenty-first 

century.1

If, as seems likely, the international system moves towards multipolarity and 

greater acceptance of heterogeneity in regime form, the numbers of failed states in the 

future will be fewer. As demonstrated above, thresholds for failure will be higher and 

permissible reasons for intervention more stringent. New descriptors for failure may 

be found, especially by emerging non-Western powers. State weakness will likely be 

of greatest concern to elite decision-makers if close to home or located in regions 

subject to intense strategic competition. Elsewhere, disorderly weak states will attract 

little attention and resources. Non-state actor identities and transnational behaviours 

emanating from weak states will again be viewed as malevolent and threatening 

primarily if they carry the risk of interference from other powers. Domestic political 

sensitivity in a multipolar system is likely to be acute where state weakness is 

perceived as inviting interference from strategic competitors. 

 Some longer-term implications from the study are canvassed below. 

                                                 
1 See National Intelligence Council (NIC), Global Trends 2025: A Transformed World (Washington, 
DC: NIC, 2008). 
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Due to more intense competition than in the present unipolar system, the 

imperative for governance interventions in states deemed to be failed is likely to be 

more compelling in a multipolar context. The findings of the present study also 

suggest that prestige will be a crucial motive for capable states in addressing 

peripheral disorder in any emerging systemic structure, especially for declining status-

quo powers, but perhaps also among rising or resurgent powers. However, as 

demonstrated, governance interventions will be heavily constrained by the exigencies 

of multipolar competition. It is a reasonable assumption that although the empirical 

conditions within weak states may experience little substantive change, an emerging 

multipolar system is likely to be viewed as more stable and orderly than the turbulent 

period of the immediate post-Cold War era and war on terror. 

The collapse of Soviet communism is generally regarded as an epochal event 

portending a new era of human security in a global liberal-democratic order. A longer 

historical perspective suggests that the Cold War clash of ideologies was itself the 

anomaly. An emerging twenty-first century multipolar system is likely to mark the 

return of a more typical pattern of international politics.2

Another important dimension for Western states is that the emerging twenty-

first century international system may not be dominated by the interests and values of 

European powers or the United States. What constitutes state failure will no longer be 

interpreted solely by reference to a pattern of order reflecting Western interests and 

liberal values, but through the lens of a number of heterogenous great powers. This 

will involve breaking the constraints of the intellectual prism that assumes a global 

liberal-democratic order as normative. The path dependence of liberal-cosmopolitan 

 The geographical zones of 

chronic state weakness lie mainly in resource rich areas of the world such as the 

Caucuses, Middle East, West Africa and Central Asia. These regions are likely to 

become the subject of energy security competition among a heterogenous group of 

great powers that may be authoritarian such as China, illiberal democracies such as 

Russia, or post-colonial democracies as in India, in addition to the United States and 

other liberal-democratic actors. The patterns identified in the study suggest that the 

current good governance concerns elicited by state failure, and the liberal state-

building agenda, will diminish in importance for Western policymakers if the 

international system returns to multipolarity and heterogeneity.  

                                                 
2 Gray, Al Qaeda and What it Means to be Modern, pp. 44, 59-61. 
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assumptions within international institutions and the Western academic and NGO 

communities will tend to cross-cut rather than complement a stable multipolar system 

in the twenty-first century. A policy mindset that assumes that conflict over the nature 

of governance has ended will be ill-prepared to manage the realities of state weakness 

in an emerging multipolar international system, the ordering principles of which will 

be increasingly contested.   

7.3 Directions for future research 
The findings from the study suggest two fruitful directions for future research in this 

area. The first involves the further development of the present study. The richness of 

the findings and their applicability to an emerging multipolar international system 

could be enhanced by researching non-Western and/or non-liberal interpretations of 

state “failure” and incidences of “governance” intervention in these contexts. 

Including more cases in terms of numbers, and also negative cases, where an 

interpretation of state failure may have been made, but the exigencies of systemic 

competition, or other factors, precluded intervention could improve the rigour of the 

study. 

 Another fruitful avenue for research would be to invert the current way of 

thinking about state failure. State failure tends to be mainly thought of in negative and 

technocratic terms, as the failure to meet an appropriate standard of statehood derived 

from the functional characteristics of advanced industrial states. Another, perhaps 

more positive direction, would be to investigate examples, past and present, of 

diverse, multi-ethnic, and/or post-conflict or war-torn polities that have managed to 

create reasonably cohesive political communities and maintain stability over long 

periods of time. The internal characteristics and international dynamics of these 

positive cases might be distilled to shed light on a way forward in approaching the 

problem of state weakness in the twenty-first century.        
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