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he academic literature on peace operations has flourished in recent years,
particularly since the early 1990s, when the United Nations launched a
flurry of new missions in the immediate aftermath of the Cold War. By
one measure, the number of articles in academic journals on the subject of
peace operations increased by more than 350 percent from the 1980s to the
1990s.1 Two new scholarly journals sharing the same title, International Peacekeeping, came into being in the mid-1990s, and articles on peace operations
now regularly appear in the mainstay publications of the international relations
(IR) discipline, including International Security and World Politics.
Nevertheless, even though the study on peace operations is burgeoning, it
remains largely cut off from the rest of political science. Contributors to this
literature have focused primarily on practical, policy-related issues such as the
design and conduct of particular missions, rather than building bridges between
the study of peace operations and larger theoretical debates in the discipline.
The pragmatic focus of the existing peacekeeping literature is understandable. Improving methods for dealing with civil conflicts and their humanitarian
effects remains an important goal for policymakers in national governments
and international agencies, particularly in the light of such recent events as the
crises in Kosovo, East Timor, and the Congo. But the literature on peace operations is too limited in the scope of its inquiry and devotes too much attention
to “policy relevance,” or the goal of offering advice and recommendations to
decisionmakers. Building the study of peace missions into a mature academic
subfield will require a concerted effort to move beyond the current preoccupa-
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tion with practical operational issues, using these missions, instead, as windows into the larger phenomena of international politics.
The first part of this article describes the current state of research into peace
operations and explains why it is necessary to broaden its scope. The second
part presents three possible projects, or future research agendas, each of which
would link the study of peace operations to ongoing theoretical debates among
scholars of IR. As I argue below, peace missions are intrinsically interdisciplinary, so linkages between these missions and theoretical controversies in fields
other than IR are also possible. This article focuses on largely unexplored connections between peace operations and IR theory.

Peace Operations Research: What’s Missing?
A recent conference explored the nexus between “theory” and “policy analysis”
in the field of international security, focusing on the study of peace operations.2
Conference organizers explained the rationale for the meeting by quoting two
commonly heard laments: “Too little theory informs the work of policy analysts” and, second, “Theorists have nothing to say to policy analysts.” The first
lament presumably comes from more theoretical scholars, who contend that the
existing literature on peace operations pays too little attention to the testing and
development of general theories. The second lament is seemingly a retort from
contributors to this literature, who respond that “abstract” scholarly theories
have little relevance to the study of peace operations. The goal of the gathering
was to identify ways in which these two academic communities might communicate with each other more extensively and productively.
The premise of the conference seemed to mischaracterize the current scholarship on peace operations. If “theories” are, as Stephen Van Evera writes, “general statements that describe and explain the causes or effects of classes of
phenomena,” then there is no shortage of theory in the existing literature on peace
operations.3 Several scholars have formulated or tested general explanations for
the outcome of peace operations. Stephen John Stedman, for instance, identifies
different types of intransigent local parties, or “spoilers,” in peace processes and
argues that the ability of international intervenors to keep the peace in a given case
2
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will depend on the fit between intervenors’ policies and the particular characteristics of the local spoilers.4 William Zartman posits that third-party interventions
are likely to be effective only when local parties have reached the stage of a “mutually hurting stalemate”—that is, when each party believes that it can no longer
benefit from using armed force to pursue its goals.5 Fen Osler Hampson concludes that the degree of commitment among third parties to uphold the peace settlement, and the resources available to those third parties, is the key factor explaining
the failure or success of the peace operations that he examined.6 Hampson’s conclusion complements Barbara Walter’s finding that civil wars are unlikely to end
unless third parties make credible promises to guarantee the safety of the belligerents in the post-conflict period.7 These studies are all theoretical in the sense
that they self-consciously seek to develop explanations for a class of phenomena—
peace operations—rather than treating each operation as sui generis.
The academic literature on peace operations, in other words, does not lack
theory. What is missing from this literature, rather, is a serious effort to engage
the central theoretical debates of IR. To date, most studies of peace operations
have focused on the design, conduct, and outcome of the operations, while
paying relatively little attention to the broader implications of peace missions
for our understanding of international politics.8 Both types of inquiry are worthwhile: the former, which might be called “micro” approaches to the study of
peace operations, can help to identify circumstances in which peace missions
are more or less likely to succeed; the latter, or “macro” approaches, permit us
to gain a better understanding of these missions as products of the international
4
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system. For reasons that are not immediately clear, the study of peace operations has generated a great deal of microtheory but very little macrotheory.
With little to say about the relationship between these operations and the larger
dynamics of international politics, the literature on peace operations has consequently remained something of a secluded outpost within IR.
There are exceptions to this rule. Michael Barnett, for example, traces the
relationship between the shifting character of U.N. peacekeeping and changing
ideas about international order—an analysis that emphasizes the importance of
constitutive norms in world politics and builds directly upon the “international
society” approach to IR theory.9 Another scholar who links peace operations
and IR theory, William Robinson, uses a neo-Gramscian framework to make
the case that peacekeeping in Nicaragua and Haiti involved the incorporation of
these countries into the fundamentally unequal structure of the global politicaleconomic system.10 William Stanley and Mark Peceny, by contrast, draw upon
both neoliberal and constructivist theory to explain the effects of international
peacekeeping operations in El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Guatemala. They argue
that neoliberalism elucidates the role that international institutions played in
facilitating cooperation among the formerly warring groups, while constructivism explains how domestic actors in these countries “internalized” the liberal
norms promulgated by the international agencies.11 François Debrix takes a
postmodern view of these missions, arguing that the visual symbols and rhetoric of peacekeeping profoundly shape our understanding of both the local
situations and the international context in which such operations take place.12
David Campbell’s recent book on Bosnia similarly applies postmodern theory
to the war in the former Yugoslavia and the international response to that war,
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with very interesting results. He maintains that “settled norms of international
society,” including a predilection for “demarcated territory and fixed identity,”
have shaped the basic design of the peacebuilding mission in Bosnia.13
While the quality of these works is generally high, they are among the very
few examples of macrotheory in the literature on peace operations—a literature
that remains dominated by microtheoretical works, and by nontheoretical narratives. Consider, for example, William Durch’s well-regarded two books on U.N.
peacekeeping.14 Durch imposed a certain discipline on his contributors; he required them to describe the origins, mandates, funding, and implementation of each
peacekeeping mission that they examined. This uniformity allows readers to compare key aspects of the various cases, and it permits Durch to draw general conclusions about the design and conduct of peace operations across many cases. But
Durch, like many other contributors to this literature, seems to be primarily interested in identifying the particular conditions that have contributed to the success or failure of peacekeeping operations rather than exploring the connections
between these operations and existing theories of international politics.
The same may be said of Paul Diehl’s seminal but now somewhat dated book,
International Peacekeeping, which lays out the origins, principles, and prospects
of peace operations but does not consider the broader significance of these operations for our understanding of international relations.15 Perhaps sensitive to
this lacuna in the literature, Alan James once promised to place the study of peacekeeping “firmly in the context of international politics,” but his compendium of
peacekeeping missions is striking for its failure even to mention the major traditions of international theoretical thought or to explain how the practice of peacekeeping might relate to these traditions.16 Missing from these works, and from
the study of peace operations more generally, is not theory per se, but macrotheory.

Why Is Macrotheory Important?
Although some students of peace operations may be reluctant to delve into the
seemingly arcane world of international relations theory, there are several reasons why scholars of both peace operations and IR theory would benefit from a
meeting of minds. First, the core preoccupations of IR theory—such as the role
13
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of interests, ideas, and norms in international politics, the possibility of cooperation among international actors, and the interaction between domestic and
international politics—are questions that peace operations also raise. For students of peace operations, a well-developed body of theoretical literature on the
nature of the international system represents a rich repository of possible insights
into the relationship between peace operations and international politics. Conversely, IR theorists would profit from a closer study of peace operations—not
least because these operations represent a historically unprecedented form of
international collective action that bears directly on the theoretical debates taking place in the field, as I argue below.
Second, broadening the study of peace missions in this manner would likely
inject new puzzles and perspectives into the literature on peace operations at a time
when fresh ideas are needed. Many contributions to the literature ask the same few
questions of the same few cases: Why are some peace missions more successful
than others? Why do some peace agreements last while others fail? How can we
improve the techniques employed in future operations? These are undoubtedly important questions, but there is also room in the literature for studies that ask larger
questions about the international context in which peace operations take place.
In short, there is a need for studies that “problematize” the very existence of peace
operations rather than taking the existence of these operations for granted and treating them as merely technical exercises in conflict management. Recall what Kenneth Waltz once said about the study of politics: “It is necessary to look at the matrix
of action rather than simply the discrete activities that fill it.” 17 This is not only
good advice for political scientists in general, but also a recipe for reanimating
and refreshing the study of peace operations.
A third reason to devote more attention to macrolevel theory is to uncouple
the academic study of peace operations from the perceived utility of these missions as policy instruments. As noted above, the literature on peace operations
has been largely geared toward the production of policy-relevant research. This
emphasis on policy relevance has succeeded in increasing the level of communication between scholars and practitioners, but it has also imposed hidden
costs on the academic participants in this partnership: it has hitched the fate of
the study of peace operations to fluctuations in the perceived importance of
these operations as policy instruments. As a result, many scholars of peace
operations have ended up “chasing headlines,” altering their research priorities
to accommodate the vacillating interests of policymakers in order to continue
producing work that is deemed to be policy-relevant.
Since the early 1990s, interest among policymakers in launching new peace
operations has diminished, making it more difficult for scholars of peace oper-
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ations to justify the policy relevance of their work. If the study of peace operations is to continue thriving as a scholarly endeavor, academics in this field
must resist the Faustian bargain of buying into the narrowly pragmatic and
transient research interests of the policymaking world. A more sensible research
strategy would be to hedge against inevitable downturns in the “market demand”
for policy-relevant research by broadening the scope of the field beyond its
current preoccupation with improving the effectiveness of future missions.
This prescription may not be welcomed by those who advocate more, not less,
intellectual collaboration between practitioners and scholars of peace operations. Yet these two constituencies have different job descriptions. The academic’s mandate is not primarily, or necessarily, to contribute to policy discussions;
it is to analyze and explain complex phenomena, even if doing so yields no specific policy recommendations. Unfortunately, this is not the ethic that has informed most recent scholarship on peace operations. The preoccupation with policy
relevance, and the corresponding lack of attention to issues that might not have a
direct bearing on policy, have linked the fate of the field to the perceived utility
of peace operations as policy instruments, isolating the field from the rest of the
political science discipline. Meanwhile, the relationship between peace operations and the structure of the international system remains largely unexplored. The
remainder of this article outlines three possible research agendas that address macrolevel issues for students of peace operations and IR theory.

Three Research Agendas
What macro questions do peace operations raise for students of international
relations theory? To answer this question, I focus on one type of peace operation, known as post-conflict peacebuilding. The principal aim of peacebuilding
is to prevent violent civil conflicts from reigniting after the fighting has stopped.18
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Since the end of the Cold War, several such operations have been conducted in
countries that recently emerged from civil conflicts, including Namibia, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Cambodia, Angola, Mozambique, and Bosnia. A diverse
assortment of international actors has sought to create the necessary political,
social, and economic conditions for a lasting peace in the states that have hosted
these missions. These actors range from the United Nations and its specialized
agencies to regional organizations such as the Organization of American States
and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, as well as international financial institutions, including the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, national development and relief agencies, and a panoply of
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).
There are at least three potentially fruitful avenues of research that might
connect peacebuilding and IR theory. First, the practice of peacebuilding sheds
light on the role of norms in world politics, ultimately lending weight to “constructivist” understandings of international norms, while simultaneously highlighting weaknesses in constructivist theory. Second, peacebuilding can be seen
as an illustration of Harold Lasswell’s notion of “world revolution” in international politics—a concept Lasswell developed in the 1930s, and which is
surprisingly relevant today. Third, peacebuilding missions provide an opportunity to explore the notion of “international governance,” or the capacity of the
international system to perform government-like functions in the absence of a
centralized governmental authority.
Any of these three research agendas, pursued in a serious and sustained
manner, would greatly enrich both the study of peace operations and IR theory.
They are not exhaustive; students of peace operations could draw upon theoretical debates in disciplines other than IR, as several already have done. Michael
Pugh, for example, applies concepts from “disaster research” to the study of
peace operations,19 and others draw upon the cultural anthropology literature to
describe the “organizational culture” of peacekeeping agencies.20 Indeed, there
is tremendous potential for cross-disciplinary work on peacebuilding, given its
relevance not only to international relations, but also to the study of civil and
ethnic violence, conflict resolution, democratic theory, transitions to democracy and capitalism, international ethics and law, post-conflict justice, economic development, humanitarian assistance, psychological effects of conflict,
and physical reconstruction of war-damaged infrastructure.
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Agenda 1: Peace Building and International Norms
One of the central debates in IR theory concerns the role of norms (loosely
defined as formal and informal rules) in world politics. The literature amply
documents the two principal axes in this discussion. The first is between neorealists and neoliberals. Neorealists hold that norms do not play a significant or
independent role in world politics, but, rather, mirror the interests of the world’s
most powerful states,21 whereas neoliberals contend that norms create incentives and constraints for states to behave in ways that do not necessarily reflect
the interests of the most powerful states.22 The key issue dividing these two
approaches is whether the behavioral effects of international norms on state
behavior are merely artifacts of power politics (the neorealist position) or whether
these norms have significant effects that are independent of power politics (the
neoliberal claim).
The second axis in the ongoing debate over international norms pits neoliberals against constructivists. Constructivists argue that international norms “do
not merely constrain actors by changing the incentives that shape their behavior
[but] also help to constitute the very actors whose conduct they seek to regulate,” meaning that international norms change the basic character of states
themselves, rather than merely altering the way in which states behave.23
What is the connection between these theoretical debates and the practice of
post-conflict peacebuilding? First, the literature on international norms encourages us to think about peacebuilding in different ways. Although many students
of peacebuilding have portrayed these operations as ideologically neutral efforts
to assist states in making the transition from civil conflict to lasting peace,
attention to international norms should lead us to question the ideological underpinnings of these operations. In fact, the practice of peacebuilding has not been
21
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normatively neutral: all of these operations have promoted free and fair elections, the construction of democratic political institutions, respect for civil liberties, and market-oriented economic reforms—or the basic elements of Westernstyle liberal market democracy.24
Further, if these observations are correct, then perhaps a set of domestic
governance norms exists at the international level—that is, norms that define
how states should organize themselves internally. Peacebuilding agencies may
serve as “transmission belts,” conveying these domestic governance norms from
the international domain directly into the internal affairs of war-shattered states,
an idea explored in greater detail below.
Second, not only can the literature on international norms encourage us to think
about peacebuilding in novel ways, but the study of peacebuilding may also contribute to ongoing debates over the nature and function of international norms. Specifically, if the goals of peacebuilding operations reflect international norms of
domestic governance, and if the states hosting these operations have been fundamentally transformed in accordance with these norms, then constructivism may
provide a more compelling explanation of peacebuilding than does neoliberalism, since neoliberals portray norms as having much more limited effects on states.
Several countries hosting peacebuilding missions have emerged with new
political institutions and policy preferences that replicate, albeit imperfectly,
the Western model of liberal market democracy. In Namibia, for example, the
South West African People’s Organization (SWAPO), which formed the new
government after an internationally sponsored transition to democracy, had been
hostile to the principles of liberal democracy and free market economics for
most of its organizational life, espousing the principles of “scientific socialism”
in both economic and political affairs.25 Yet during the international peacebuilding mission that oversaw the country’s transition from war to peace, SWAPO
suddenly shifted its position at the behest of international agencies and Western
states, and began to advocate the principles of liberal market democracy, including constitutional protections of civil liberties, regular elections, and the pursuit of a “free-market path to development.” 26 Since then, Namibia has
24
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maintained its commitment to liberal principles in both the political and economic realms, holding new elections in 1994 and continuing the marketoriented economic policies.
While peacebuilding seems to support constructivist arguments about the
relationship between international norms and the properties and identities of
states, it also allows us to explore, in detail, a question that constructivist scholars have generally neglected: What are the precise mechanisms by which states
are brought into conformity with international norms?
At least four mechanisms appear to be at work in the case of peacebuilding.
First, international agencies and third-party states tend to promote the model of
liberal democratic domestic governance during the negotiation of peace agreements among local belligerents. Second, after post-conflict peacebuilding operations are deployed, international agencies typically offer technical advice and
experts to help implement political and economic reforms. Third, some of these
agencies explicitly require local parties to undertake political and economic
liberalization policies in exchange for financial and other forms of international
assistance. Fourth, in some instances, international agencies assume direct control over some aspects of governmental administration in war-shattered states,
while they promote the goals of political and economic liberalization. Careful
exploration of these and other mechanisms by which international peacebuilders have promoted domestic governance norms might help to flesh out the
empirical foundations of constructivist IR theory.
Further, the study of peacebuilding could also shed light on whether international norms primarily serve the interests of the world’s most powerful states,
which is a neorealist position. It is true that the norms promoted by peacebuilding agencies closely mirror the domestic political and economic predilections
of the world’s greatest military and economic powers—the industrialized democracies. In practice, however, few if any peacebuilding missions have advanced
the strategic interests, including the military and economic capabilities, of these
already-powerful states: most peacebuilding missions have taken place in parts
of the world where the presence or absence of violent conflict has little bearing
on the military security of the industrialized democracies. (The possible exception is Bosnia, where fear of a wider European war posed a potential threat to
European security.) Yet these operations have tapped deeply into the treasuries
of the industrialized democracies—America’s share of U.N. peacekeeping
expenses surpassed $1 billion in 1993 alone.27 Given the expense of these
missions and the lack of discernible material gains for the industrialized democracies, most peacebuilding operations appear to have been a strategic net loss
for the world’s most powerful countries, a conclusion that challenges neorealism.
27
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At the same time, the international norms that peacebuilders have actually
promoted in war-shattered states have closely mirrored the domestic norms of
the industrialized democracies, suggesting that powerful states may ultimately
determine which domestic norms become established at the international level.
This observation is problematic for constructivists, who have tended to explain
the origins of international norms by focusing on the actions of international
actors other than the great powers, such as weaker states and nonstate actors.28
Presumably, constructivists have focused on the role of nongreat powers because
these scholars are most interested in exploring circumstances in which international norms are not merely artifacts of power politics. But in neglecting the
significance of powerful states in the creation of international norms, constructivism denies us the tools to explain why peacebuilding agencies have promoted liberal–democratic norms in war-shattered states, rather than some other
principles of domestic governance. At first glance, the record of peacebuilding
appears to confirm and refute aspects of both realism and constructivism, an
observation that calls out for closer examination.

Agenda 2: Peacebuilding and World Revolution
Harold Lasswell is perhaps best remembered for his contributions to political
psychology and political sociology, and for his celebrated definition of political
science as the study of “who gets what, when, and how.” 29 He is less well
remembered for his investigation of the process by which political and economic ideologies spread through the international system, which was the subject of one of his earliest works, World Politics and Personal Insecurity, first
published in 1935. Lasswell argued that every epoch in human history has
witnessed the emergence of powerful cultures whose ideas about politics and
economics diffused outward across the international system, transforming other
societies in their wake. He called these episodes “world revolutions” because
they involved fundamental changes in how many people thought about and
organized public affairs within their respective states.
Drawing on Lasswell’s ideas, Donald Puchala has used the concept of “world
revolution” to explore changes in international politics following the end of the
Cold War. Puchala argues that the rise and ultimate demise of MarxismLeninism should be interpreted as a brief, but intense, challenge to the ongoing
“world revolution” of Western liberalism—a revolution that has been diffusing
28
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outward from England, France, and the United States since the eighteenth
century.30
Meanwhile, in the field of sociology, a team of researchers including John
Meyer, John Boli, George Thomas, and Francisco Ramirez has developed theories of ideological diffusion in international politics that parallel Lasswell’s
writings on world revolution but use a different terminology. These scholars,
who describe themselves as “institutionalists,” argue that a dominant “global
culture” has emerged in international politics. It is a culture that is predominantly Western and defines certain forms of political, economic, and social
activity as more legitimate than others.31 Institutionalists deduce the existence
of this global culture from the “extraordinary trend toward isomorphism, or
homogeneity, in ideology and organizational structure among all kinds of countries.” 32 No other explanation, they argue, can account for the fact that so many
states have developed common features: constitutional forms that emphasize
both state power and individual rights; universalistic welfare programs; mass
schooling organized around a standardized curriculum; and developmentoriented economic policies, among other things. Put another way, states have
internalized a model of domestic political and economic organization that originated in the West and spread outward through the international system over
time. In this sense, both Lasswell and the institutionalists suggest that an ongoing process of ideological diffusion is a central feature of international history
and contemporary world politics.
As in debates among IR theorists over the role of norms in international
politics, Lasswell’s “world revolution” concept and sociology’s “institutionalism” help us to view peacebuilding through a broader interpretative lens. We
might hypothesize that peacebuilding is but a small example of the “world
revolution of Western liberalism” or that international peacebuilders currently
serve as agents of this revolution by promoting institutions and values of liberal
market democracy within the domestic affairs of war-shattered states.
In the language of sociology’s institutionalism, we may ask whether peacebuilders convey the principles and customs of the dominant global culture into
the countries that host peacebuilding missions. These inquiries generate further
questions: Are international peacebuilders conscious of their role as agents of
“world revolution” or global culture? Why do peacebuilders present their oper-
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ations as ideologically neutral if they are, in fact, ideologically biased? Why do
contributors to the academic literature on peacebuilding, most of whom are
outside observers rather than active participants in peace operations, also tend
to downplay the ideological character and biases of these operations, presenting peacebuilding instead as a technical (that is, nonideological) exercise in
conflict management? Moreover, if peacebuilding is only one aspect of a larger
process of world revolution, what is the relationship between peacebuilding
and other instruments of ideological diffusion in world politics? Is there a story
to be told about the evolution of these “diffusion mechanisms” over time that
would help us to understand why international peacebuilding agencies have
performed this particular role in the post–Cold War period?
Another line of questioning might focus on the responses within warshattered states to the introduction of liberal market democracy. Lasswell believed
that the process of “world revolution” necessarily provoked resistance, and, for
this reason, he thought that the universalization of any single world-revolutionary
ideology was an unlikely outcome. Any political or economic ideology that
achieves international dominance, he argued, reflects the particular conditions
of the society or societies in which it originated. This “parochial character”
serves to limit the ideology’s appeal within culturally distant societies and consequently increases the likelihood that competing indigenous ideologies will
resist the encroachment of the “world revolution.”
Lasswell might have concurred with Puchala’s analysis that the rise and fall
of Soviet-style communism represented a brief but intense challenge to the
more enduring “world revolution” of Western liberalism, but he would almost
certainly have rejected, for the reasons just mentioned, Francis Fukuyama’s
thesis that the collapse of the Soviet bloc signaled “the end point of mankind’s
ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as
the final form of human government.” 33 For Lasswell, there is no such end
point: the historical process of “world revolution” involves successive waves of
ideological diffusion that lose energy as they spread outward from their originating cultures and meet resistance from competing ideologies. Eventually, each
world revolutionary system will fizzle out and yield to a newly ascendant ideology, thus continuing the cyclical historical process that Lasswell describes.
Against this backdrop, peacebuilding takes on new significance. No longer is it
simply a technique for preventing the recurrence of violence in war-shattered
states; it is a central mechanism in the spread of world revolutionary ideas.

Agenda 3: Peacebuilding and International Governance
The concept of international governance describes the dimensions of world
politics that are regulated by rules, norms, or shared understandings. Unlike
33

Francis Fukuyama, “The End of History?” National Interest 16 (1989), p. 4.

Broadening the Study of Peace Operations

41

“governments,” which are tangible bureaucratic organizations, governance is
what governments do. This distinction serves an important purpose, for it allows
IR scholars to argue that international rules, norms, and understandings exercise “governance without government” and that regulation exists, even though
the international system is technically an anarchy (in that it lacks a central
government).34 Hedley Bull’s description of international politics as an “anarchical society” also captures this paradox.35
Yet students of global governance define the term in different ways. Most
adopt a fairly narrow definition, focusing on the international regulatory structures that states have created to address transnational problems. According to
Leon Gordenker and Thomas Weiss, for instance, global governance is comprised of “efforts to bring more orderly and reliable responses to social and
political issues that go beyond capacities of states to address individually.” 36
Oran Young similarly writes that governance “involves the establishment and
operation of social institutions. . . capable of resolving conflicts, facilitating
cooperation, or, more generally, alleviating collective-action problems in a world
of interdependent actors.” 37 James Caporaso puts it this way: “Governance
refers to collective problem-solving in the public realm.” 38
All of these definitions are narrower than the one supplied by Paul Wapner,
who views governance as “the employment of means to order, direct, and manage human behavior.” 39 In this broader sense of the term, international governance may regulate the outward behavior of international actors such as states and,
in addition, influence the behavior of actors within these states, perhaps by altering the ideas that animate domestic politics. For example, Wapner argues that
transnational environmental activist groups (such as Greenpeace) have succeeded in disseminating an “ecological sensibility” among particular popula-
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tions that has, in turn, engendered pro-environment constituencies and transformed
the behavior of large groups of people, ultimately leading to changes in state policies as well.40 Others have suggested that international market forces also represent a form of global governance: although markets are not unitary actors, they
nevertheless order, direct, and manage human behavior both within and between
states.41 Numerous institutions and impersonal forces appear to be simultaneously engaged in governance internationally, and they collectively comprise a
decentralized “structure” of international governance. This insight has provoked
some commentators to talk about the disaggregation of state sovereignty from territoriality,42 or the rise of an “international state” that lacks a centralized organizational apparatus but exercises some of the governance functions previously
performed only by traditional territorial states.43
How does this conception of international governance relate to the phenomenon of peacebuilding? Because peacebuilding operations are conducted by a
diverse assortment of NGOs and intergovernmental organizations, with the ostensible goal of rehabilitating states that are just emerging from civil war, the most
obvious connection is that the existence of the international agencies that engage
in peacebuilding reflects a previous history of institutionalized cooperation across
and among states. In other words, the bodies that conduct peacebuilding are
themselves the products—the residue—of previous efforts to resolve transnational problems by creating international institutions.
A less obvious, but perhaps more interesting, possibility is that international peacebuilding agencies are not merely the products of previous exercises in global governance, but rather, in working to rehabilitate war-shattered
states, these agencies perform international governance functions themselves.
The agencies act on behalf of the international system to reconstruct the constituent units of that system in accordance with a widely shared conception of
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how political authority should be exercised—namely, by territorial units called
states. Instead of allowing “failed states” to evolve new forms of domestic
governance or disappear into the dustbin of history, peacebuilders work toward reestablishing these states as effective sovereign entities. Even though
these agencies collectively form a decentralized international governance structure, their efforts are, paradoxically, geared toward preserving a different type
of governance structure—the modern territorial state.
We could take this argument one step further. Let us recall that most peacebuilders have promoted a particular model of political and economic organization within war-shattered states—liberal market democracy. To the extent that
this model constrains the ability of war-shattered states to choose their own
political and economic development strategy—that is, something other than
liberal market democracy—peacebuilding agencies perform governance functions that penetrate deeply into the internal affairs of particular states. These
international agencies not only serve as a surrogate government while domestic
political authority is being reconstituted, but they also set relatively narrow
limits on the type of polity and economy that will be allowed to emerge.
This observation raises important questions relating to the democratic control of international governance structures. Because these structures are, by
definition, decentralized and lacking a single corporate identity, they lack clear
lines of accountability, meaning that even if we (whoever “we” might be) disapproved of the actions of the network of international agencies engaged in
peacebuilding, there is no single mechanism through which we could demand a
change of peacebuilding policy. Nor is there a single actor whom we could
collectively hold responsible for the outcome of particular operations.
It should be noted that this problem applies more generally to any decentralized international governance structure. As governance functions are increasingly exercised not by traditional territorial states but by a congeries of
subnational and transnational actors and impersonal forces such as global markets, it becomes harder to determine where the buck stops. Several commentators have suggested ways of addressing this “democratic deficit.” But most of
the proposed solutions—including the “formation of an authoritative assembly
of all democratic states. . . , the curtailment of the power of multinational corporations. . . and the restriction of the activities of powerful transnational interest groups” 44 —seem so infeasible (at least in the current political climate) that
they serve mainly to underscore the difficulty of dealing with the problem.
The broader point is this: students of peace operations have paid too little
attention to the implications of peacebuilding for our understanding of international governance. Future research might start from the observation that the
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contemporary peacebuilding enterprise appears to be historically unprecedented, and the closest parallel is the policies of the occupying Allied forces in
Japan and Germany following World War II. In Japan and Germany, governance functions were performed by the victorious states rather than by a decentralized network of intergovernmental and nongovernmental organizations, as
has been the case in recent peacebuilding missions. Does the rise of peacebuilding reflect a broader shift in the nature of international governance since these
earlier times? Is it necessary to adapt existing theories of international politics
to accommodate the phenomenon of peacebuilding? Does peacebuilding highlight larger problems, such as the issue of democratic accountability, that might
bear on the study and practice of international governance more generally? As
these questions suggest, much interesting work remains.

Conclusion
The scholarly literature on peace operations does not lack theory, as some commentators have suggested. What it lacks is a sustained effort to engage the
central theoretical debates of the international relations discipline. I have presented three research agendas that would help to remedy this problem by analyzing the relationship between peace operations and international norms, “world
revolution,” and international governance.
While it is true that some theoretical work in political science seems unduly
abstruse and detached from the real world, reflecting what one commentator
calls the “cult of irrelevance” in contemporary social science,45 the existing
literature on peace operations appears to suffer from the opposite malady—a
“cult of policy relevance.” Students of peace operations, apparently preoccupied with the practical problem of improving the effectiveness of future missions, have neglected broader macrotheoretical questions about the nature and
significance of these operations for our understanding of international politics.
This omission has stunted the intellectual development of the field and isolated
the study of peace operations from other branches of international relations.
This is not to say that scholars should shun policy-relevant research, but
that the study of peace operations could benefit from a somewhat reduced emphasis on policy relevance. Broadening the scope of the field by incorporating
insights from IR theory, for example, would reduce scholars’ dependence on
the shifting research priorities of policymakers and, more important, propel the
study of peace operations in unexpected and more productive directions.
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