
what can civilian power 
accomplish in foreign crises?
smart Power—the balance between hard power and soft power—depends on the United 
states having civilian tools at its disposal. robert d. Lamb, director of the Program on Crisis, 
Conflict, and Cooperation, sat down for a conversation with Global health Policy Center 
director J. stephen Morrison, Project on Prosperity and development director daniel F. 
runde, and Global Food security Project director Johanna Nesseth tuttle on whether U.s. 
civilian assistance abroad can reduce the need for military power.

robert d. lamb: The debates this summer around how the United States should respond to 
the crisis in Syria revolved around whether to use military force, but I think much of the sub-
stance of the debate was really about how to avoid using military force. Although having the 
threat of force in the background can be useful to coerce a diplomatic solution, the preferred 
response to foreign policy crises is obviously to use whatever civilian tools are at our disposal, 
and to consider using military tools only when those fail.

Certainly if a conflict emerges out of some set of grievances—lack of jobs, marginaliza-
tion, mistreatment—it’s easy in retrospect to argue that if only those grievances had been 
redressed earlier a military response would never have been needed. But it seems to me 

56  / center for strategic and international studies



that it’s significantly harder to say in advance which 
grievances should be redressed, or to say in retro-
spect that a conflict did not emerge because they 
were redressed successfully. I think it’s pretty hard 
to draw a straight line from the supposed root 
causes of conflict to conflict prevention. Can any 
of you think of examples where it was clear that 
conflict was prevented?

j. stephen morrison: You’re right; you can never 
prove a counterfactual. More often, you face cases 
where it’s ambiguous whether addressing a problem 
through civilian tools lowered the need to rely upon 
U.S. military action. For example, in the late 1990s, 
internal wars proliferated in central and eastern Africa, 
and at the same time UN peacekeeping declined 
precipitously. How did Africa restabilize in the 
naught decade? The UN Security Council renewed 
commitments to blue helmet UN peacekeeping. 

In parallel, in the period 1999–2002, extremely 
high rates of HIV/AIDS in eastern and southern 
Africa were viewed as a grave transnational 
security threat, capable of undermining societies, 
economies, and militaries and leaving behind 
“ungoverned” spaces where violent extremists 
could flourish. That threat was a key impetus to 
the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief 
(PEPFAR) launched in 2003, the single largest 
infectious disease initiative in history, which over 
a decade has spent over $50 billion and put more 
than 6 million people on life-sustaining treatment.

Today you see substantial gains in controlling the 
AIDS pandemic—we are near a tipping point. We 
also see substantial progress in deploying UN 
peacekeepers and a decline in the number of hot 
internal civil wars. Certainly PEPFAR saved millions 
of lives from HIV/AIDS. But did it also save lives 
from a reduced risk of conflict? An argument can 
be made that it helped, but it’s difficult to draw a 
direct line.

johanna nesseth tuttle: You see this in 
agriculture, too. Afghanistan was a very significant 
example of a country mired in conflict and 

poverty, with a stunted economy based on rain-fed 
agriculture. Efforts to reduce threats to the United 
States from Afghanistan quickly turned to a strategy 
to increase incomes by improving agricultural 
methods and farm productivity. But this happened 
at a time when U.S. support for international food 
and agriculture was at its lowest in decades, and 
the knowledge and technical skill to support poor 
farmers had declined. A lot of people noted that 
the Defense Department had more people with 
farm backgrounds than USAID had. There was also 
a lot of in-fighting among agencies, in particular 
USDA, USAID and DoD. I think the inefficiencies and 
miscommunication resulted in wasted funds and 
ultimately a limited impact.

Most people think we’re never doing something 
like Afghanistan again, but we’ve also seen a lot 
of examples where food shortages or spikes in 
food prices have led to pretty significant civil 
unrest. Weak states are particularly vulnerable 
to this. But there are usually other factors at play 
as well, such as jobs. If you don’t have a job, it’s 
hard to buy food, and if you don’t have any job 
prospects, you’re probably pretty frustrated. It’s a 
volatile mix.

lamb: That seems to be another area where it’s 
hard to draw a straight line: from lack of jobs 
to conflict. But it’s something that comes up 
in almost any society when you ask locals to 
explain the root causes: if only the young people 
had jobs they wouldn’t fight. I’m skeptical of the 
link, because the evidence is hard to read. But it 
makes sense intuitively.

daniel f. runde: It definitely makes sense. I think 
one of the takeaways from Afghanistan and Iraq—
and this is shared by many in the military—is that 
employing as many people as possible in the pri-
vate sector is a strategic goal of the United States. 
The U.S. military has tried to do this through a 
variety of ad hoc approaches, but no one is going 
to become a four-star general through this. This 
has to go back to civilian agencies.
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Take the example of Colombia. A significant part of the turnaround there can be linked to 
U.S. military assistance and advisors, along with a series of civilian assistance programs, 
such as supporting the demobilization of former combatants and offering a judicial 
process as a pathway back into society. Many historians and economists equate success 
in places like South Korea with those societies’ making difficult decisions, along with 
targeted assistance and advice from the United States.

Yet the instruments we have only work when we have a willing counterpart or partner, 
because ultimately we are only a supporting actor in someone else’s drama. Our 
experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan show that we are still not lined up strategically 
enough among our military and civilian organizations. This alignment is understandably 
difficult to achieve but nevertheless critical.

lamb: I think that’s an important point. The heart of counterinsurgency doctrine was that 
reducing corruption and helping the government deliver essential services would improve 
its legitimacy and thereby attract popular support toward the government and away from 
the insurgents. But if the political elites aren’t interested in becoming legitimate or don’t 
think they need to be in order to defeat insurgents, what can civilian aid programs do? 
They aren’t going to change the politics of the conflict. You have to change relationships 
and incentives. That’s politics and diplomacy, not aid.

runde: The United States has at its disposal a host of soft-power 
approaches, some of which we have not been utilizing to their full 
strategic potential. At a time when more robust and costlier options 
are off the table, it is increasingly important to maintain American 
global leadership by means of active engagement abroad through 
soft power instruments. We need only look at our successes in 
countries such as Colombia and South Korea, not to mention our 
mixed experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan, to know what works well.

nesseth: I agree. The United States can learn from its experience and 
expenditures over the past decade, or it can move forward and push 
aside the knowledge we’ve gained.

lamb: That’s where I think we’re weakest. While we’re pretty good 
at collecting lessons, we’re not very good at institutionalizing them. 
What I’ve heard here is that, while you can’t draw a straight line from prevention to peace, 
logic and experience suggest opportunities do exist to use civilian power better than we 
do. Our military is strong and capable but it’s a blunt instrument. There’s a lot of talent 
in our civilian agencies. But we need to learn how to use them better. We have to get 
smarter at how we mix complicated politics and diplomacy with technical and institutional 
assistance. If we succeed, it can reduce our reliance on military power to achieve 
important foreign policy objectives. The pressures on the Defense Department to do less 
may offer new opportunities to highlight what civilian prevention efforts can accomplish, 
and to provide new impetus to institutionalizing the approaches that work. ▶
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