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Introduction

Time to Talk

On August 6, 1905, representatives from Russia and Japan arrived in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. For Russian delegation leader Sergei Witte and his team, the occasion in this unfamiliar city was a bitter one. For head Japanese delegate Baron Komura and his diplomats, it was a slightly more auspicious affair. The two empires had spent the last eighteen months fighting a war over their competing ambitions in East Asia, and hostilities had slowly but surely laid bare Japan’s military superiority. Tsar Nicholas II had persistently held out hope for victory despite a relentless sequence of battlefield losses. But sixteen days of fighting between February 22 and March 9, 1905, in the Manchurian city of Mukden marked a moment of reckoning. In what would be one of the biggest land battles to be fought prior to World War I, Russia and Japan suffered a collective total of over 150,000 casualties. Japan, however, emerged from that battle with full control of southern Manchuria, one of the key disputed territories between both expanding empires, and as the dust settled at Mukden, the reality of Japan’s advantage became harder for the Russian government to ignore. One final naval disaster in the battle of Tsushima in late May sounded the death knell for Russia’s cause. By June, Tsar Nicholas II quietly decided to pursue talks with the Japanese,1 accepting a mediation offer from President Theodore Roosevelt of the United States, who had gotten diplomatically involved in March once a Japanese envoy requested his assistance. It was through Roosevelt’s efforts that the two delegations came to sit around a long mahogany table half a world away to discuss peace.

Over twelve sessions spanning August 9 to August 30, the opposing diplomats debated the terms of a potential settlement. Disagreements arose about whether Japan would demand an indemnity from Russia, but many of the other outstanding issues were resolved in short order. Japan would eventually drop its indemnity clause but claim southern Manchuria, the Korean peninsula, and the southern half of Sakhalin (Russia’s largest island, dozens of miles away from the coast of northern Japan).2 The resulting Treaty of Portsmouth was signed on September 5, 1905, ending the war.

The conflict transformed both sides’ futures. Russian humiliation would feed the flames of the First Russian Revolution, Japan’s military would gain increasing prominence in its government, and Western powers would no longer underestimate the Japanese Empire. Of particular note, however, is when diplomatic interactions started and how long they took. Diplomacy during the war was delayed in starting but moved quickly once it began. The first and only round of negotiations took place 95 percent of the way into the entire conflict. Talks, which came to pass over the remaining 5 percent, promptly reached a settlement.

Diplomatic interactions looked radically different during the Falklands War several decades later. On April 2, 1982, Argentinian troops invaded and occupied the Falkland Islands, which were three hundred miles east of Argentina and had been the subject of a long-standing dispute involving the United Kingdom. A mere three days in, US secretary of state Alexander Haig sprang into action as a mediator between the two sides. Through much of April, Argentina and the United Kingdom exchanged proposals with little room for compromise.3 The death of one thousand Argentinian soldiers due to the sinking of the ship ARA General Belgrano on May 3 brought both sides back to talks, this time led by United Nations secretary-general Javier Pérez de Cuéllar. Discussions once again faltered as Argentina rejected the United Kingdom’s terms, which essentially described the prewar status quo. By late May, the languishing discussions became irrelevant. British reinforcements had traversed the Atlantic while the talks were happening and swiftly overwhelmed the Argentinian occupying troops. On June 14, General Mario Menéndez, commander of the Argentinian garrison at the capital town of Stanley, surrendered to Major General Jeremy Moore.4 The two sides discussed, drafted, and signed a document of surrender the following day, bringing the conflict to a close.

Over the course of the war, two rounds of talks came and went before the third codified British victory. The first attempt began almost immediately once violence erupted—only 5 percent of the way into the war that would come to pass. The second took place at approximately the halfway point. These two efforts together spanned over 50 percent of the conflict’s entire duration. The third negotiation, lasting only one day, consolidated the United Kingdom’s victory over Argentina.

The Russo-Japanese War and the Falklands War exemplify two very different stories regarding the timing, frequency, and consequences of negotiations that occur during armed conflict. Their contrasts are indicative of the wide range of variation we see in wartime diplomacy across time and space. As this book demonstrates, talks occurred almost immediately in some conflicts, later on in others, and not at all in some. Several negotiations took almost the entire duration of a given war, others a handful of days. And only some talks resulted in peace, whereas others only prolonged, or even exacerbated, the conflict. What explains the differences in the timing, frequency, and consequences of wartime negotiations? When and why do belligerents decide to start negotiating again? What conditions help dictate whether or not these talks result in peace? What effects, if any, can negotiations have on war beyond codifying its potential settlement? To what extent does this line of thought help to promote or revise our understanding of diplomacy—either during conflict or more generally?

This book addresses these questions by developing and substantiating a theory of wartime negotiations. My theory explains what conditions promote the occurrence of negotiations, as well as what impact they have on the subsequent trajectory of the war. I show that negotiations are a far more strategic, complex, and potentially cynical activity than most scholars and practitioners have generally recognized. A central aspect of my argument is that talking while fighting can serve more than one purpose and that we can understand when each purpose is more likely to be prioritized over the other. This claim, as innocuous as it may seem, leads us to recognize what some might consider a “dark side” of diplomacy. Ultimately, negotiations not only are used to help settle conflicts but can also be harnessed to help delay, fight, and potentially win them. Diplomacy does not intrinsically promote peace. Depending on the circumstances, it may promote a belligerent’s war aims and be worse than staging no talks at all. If negotiations can indeed worsen conflict, it is crucial to understand the conditions under which negotiations are more likely to do so and how to minimize the risks of diplomacy being exploited to perpetuate violence.


What We Know about Negotiations in War

Up to this point, very few sources of data allowed us to see this variation in a more systematic manner. New negotiation data for ninety-two interstate wars between 1823 and 2003 offer one of our first chances to see this variation across two centuries of violent international conflict. This variation is captured in figure 0.1.

Figure 0.1 shows how dramatically wars vary in the relative timing of their negotiations. We must first note that a fair number of conflicts proceed without a single round of talks between belligerents. The invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq at the turn of the twenty-first century are contemporary examples; the La Plata War between Argentina and an alliance led by Brazil, which began in July 1851 and ended with a Brazilian military victory in February 1852, is a case from the more distant past. For wars that do feature negotiations, some talks occurred almost immediately once hostilities erupted, as was the case in the Falklands War; others started shortly before the conflict came to an end, as in the Russo-Japanese War; and many others began somewhere in the middle. The 1999 Kargil War between India and Pakistan is an instance of this last scenario: the first talks began on June 12, thirty-five days after the war began and thirty-five days before it ended.
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Figure 0.1. The relative timing of negotiations across ninety-two interstate wars.

Figure 0.1 also demonstrates how many talks failed to produce peace and instead ended up marking what would become the early stages of the war. If all negotiations quickly led to settlement, the plots would feature one short bar on the right-hand side of each conflict. The negotiation data indicate that 49 out of 189 total negotiation efforts across these wars, or about 25 percent, directly resulted in the termination of hostilities. Figure 0.1 also highlights a remarkable degree of variation in how much time warring states chose to communicate with each other while fighting. In a majority of conflicts, belligerents do not afford much time to sit at the bargaining table. Yet in a sizable number of cases, official state representatives spend between 20 percent and 80 percent of the war’s overall duration talking to one another.

The reality of wartime negotiation thus appears contradictory. States frequently hesitate to negotiate, but when they do negotiate, talks are intermittent and regularly evince apathy or antipathy toward peace. For all the intricate differences we see across these conflicts, contemporary scholarship presents few explanations for why or how diplomatic interactions take place during war. But before I advance a new theory to tackle these questions, it is worth addressing what answers have already been offered.


Rational Reasons for War

Since the 1990s, scholars of international relations have broadly scrutinized war using a “rational choice” framework, which conceives of war as a form of bargaining.5 We imagine that two or more actors are in a zero-sum dispute over how to divide a valuable good, such as territory or policy, between themselves. The actors either could split the resource peacefully by striking a mutually acceptable bargain or may attempt to use force to wrest a larger share. Each side’s preferences regarding whether to take a pacific or bellicose approach are shaped by beliefs about the distribution of power between them, as well as the potential costs they would be willing to withstand from fighting. These two concepts are commonly referred to as capabilities and resolve. All of these judgments are made under a shroud of uncertainty, where the other side’s true capabilities, resolve, and intentions are not fully known.6

In an agenda-setting article, James Fearon produces a game-theoretical model reflecting this logic and demonstrates that wars can be understood as a rational process where belligerents use violence to determine their minimally acceptable bargaining offers, which in turn reveals where a mutually acceptable zone of potential agreements—in political science parlance, a bargaining range—may exist. Using this framework, Fearon underscores two mechanisms that could trigger war: incomplete (or asymmetric) information and commitment problems.7 In an incomplete information dynamic, actors may have incentives to overstate their capabilities and resolve—that is, to bluff. By doing so, one party hopes to convince the other that a war over the disputed good would be unwise, which in turn would produce a more generous diplomatic bargain.8 The escalatory moves each side makes to demonstrate the credibility of its words can eventually push both sides over the precipice and into an unintended armed conflict.

With respect to commitment problems, an actor that is already or will become powerful cannot reassure anyone that it will not use its power to change the status quo; it would be fully rational for the actor to take advantage of its own growing strength. Other actors may worry that, if left unchecked, the ascending actor will push the bargaining range dramatically in its own favor and be more likely to realize its revisionist goals. These fears could lead concerned parties to launch a war with the goal of precluding such a disadvantageous shift in the first place.9

These two mechanisms highlight why actors may engage in war even though there is likely a peaceful and less painful deal that could have been made in the abstract. For whatever way in which actors divide a good, they would both prefer to make the split without fighting, as violence inevitably creates human, economic, and psychological suffering that negates at least some of the gains made. The fact that wars occur despite this fact is commonly called the inefficiency puzzle.10 War, in this view, is a mechanism through which actors impose and absorb real costs in order—or, rather, because they failed—to demonstrate the validity of their own words.



Three Assumptions in Current Knowledge

The rationalist perspective on war has usefully illuminated the role of information in motivating conflict. Yet while works following this tradition seem intuitive and internally consistent, they harbor three interrelated assumptions regarding wartime diplomacy that are worth identifying and questioning. These involve the timing, cost, and purpose of negotiations.


Timing

Early rationalist models of war were focused on explaining war initiation and did not directly address the question of what happens once wars erupt, either on the battlefield or at the bargaining table. The outcome of the entire war is viewed as a coin flip weighted by each side’s military power. Such models are often called costly lottery models. Most quantitative studies of war adopt a similar methodology in which entire conflicts are taken as the unit of analysis; only fixed or initial characteristics at the outset of hostilities can shape the overall war, which itself is usually understood in terms of the victor or the duration of conflict. These methods preclude the study of how events that occur during the war itself, including negotiations, can reshape the war’s trajectory once hostilities have already commenced.11

Subsequent bargaining models acknowledged that a comprehensive theory of war should explain not only its initiation but also its duration and termination.12 These game-theoretic works explore intrawar dynamics and, importantly, acknowledge that diplomacy plays a part in ending many conflicts. Many models of this variety share a roughly similar structure. War is depicted as an alternating process between the exchange of a take-it-or-leave-it bargaining offer and a potentially war-ending battle if the offer is rejected.13 Bargaining offers made near the outset of conflict may be more extreme. These inordinate proposals could reflect a genuine demand made in the midst of uncertainty, or they may even be intended to strategically manipulate the information environment and signal apparent strength. As the war progresses, each battle fought reveals new and less manipulable information about each side’s relative capabilities, and costs incurred from these clashes further test the parties’ resolve. Fighting is learning. Through the conduct of war, whatever proposals were initially made at the bargaining table based on less information are pushed aside. Belligerents are forced to update their beliefs about future expectations and thus revise their bargaining positions to be more closely aligned with the harsh truth revealed from hostilities.14 Wars end either when belligerents reach a common set of expectations such that one side accepts the other’s revised offer or when one side is totally defeated through a fatal battle. Critically, this generation of bargaining models explicitly clarified that wars need not end in complete victory or defeat, nor do they even require the belief that either total outcome is possible. War is an attempt by at least one side to improve on the status quo, and not necessarily to vanquish an opponent.15

Scholars disagree on the exact mechanism through which actors translate what they learn from fighting into behavior that could settle the conflict. These divergences lead to contrasting implications about the frequency and timing of negotiations. In most cases, models portray talks as a convergence process where belligerents slowly make more generous offers in order to screen out weak actors and to identify genuinely strong actors that are willing to fight longer to obtain more. These models imply that negotiations occur constantly throughout the entirety of a war.16 A smaller but notable contingent of research instead argues that belligerents’ bargaining process is better reflected as a war of attrition, where actors obstinately refuse to change their bargaining positions through most of the conflict before relenting and swiftly reaching an agreement.17 These works suggest that negotiation does not occur for much of the conflict. Regardless of the specific mechanism, both representations of diplomacy assume that verbal bargaining is essentially instantaneous, allowing belligerents to exchange countless offers while fighting.18

More contemporary studies, predominantly focused on civil war, have challenged both views by suggesting that negotiations are a distinct stage of a broader conflict resolution process that is motivated by numerous political and strategic factors.19 These works follow in the tradition of I. William Zartman’s work on ripeness theory.20 In brief, ripeness theory identifies two conditions that prompt belligerents to seek a negotiated settlement. First, the parties must feel as if they are trapped in a costly deadlock with no victory in sight; second, the belligerents must perceive a way to break out of the deadlock through the possibility of a negotiated and mutually acceptable settlement. When these two conditions are met, warring parties may thus be “ripe” for negotiations. Ripeness theory has for many years been the leading framework to understand the onset of negotiations during hostilities and will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter.



Costs

Many formal models of war suggest that the act of negotiating during hostilities, separate from the substantive concessions made, is costless. The idea that negotiations occur in between every round of fighting attests to this notion. Such an assumption is a natural consequence of the costly signaling tradition, which treats most diplomatic communication as “cheap talk.” An extensive literature argues that verbal communication is not particularly costly and is thus not credible on its own, because it is hard to verify and easy to take back.21 If diplomacy that occurs in the midst of crises can be cheap, then diplomacy during war seems even cheaper and less meaningful to understanding active conflict, especially when extraordinarily costly violence is communicating far more credible information.

Oriana Skylar Mastro’s work challenges this view.22 According to her costly conversations thesis (CCT), belligerents generally adopt a “closed” diplomatic posture when they fear the opponent may infer that an interest in diplomacy reveals vulnerability. Mastro refers to this as the “adverse inference of weakness.” CCT proposes that belligerents are likelier to adopt open diplomatic postures when they believe they have demonstrated enough strength to overcome any adverse inference and when their opponent has relatively low strategic capacity to exploit any signs of weakness. Impressively researched studies of several wars support these claims.



Purpose

Across many formal models, the bargaining positions taken or any concessions made by a belligerent are a mechanical reflection of the battlefield. The more one actor dominates in recent clashes, the more that bargaining positions drift in that actor’s favor. The longer one actor continues suffering costs without relenting, the more that bargaining offers will be more generous to that actor. When parties do choose to negotiate, it is because their bargaining positions have become sufficiently similar and their desire to end the conflict supersedes their interest in further bloodshed. Negotiations are a formal manner through which belligerents codify the outcomes of hostilities.

This last element overlaps with conventional notions of negotiation, which assume participants are willing to discuss items in good faith with the sole purpose of reaching an agreement, even if they may ultimately fail. In the bestselling book Getting to Yes, the cofounders of the Harvard Negotiation Project, Roger Fisher and William Ury, define negotiations as “back and forth communication designed to reach an agreement.”23 An article reporting on a laboratory experiment by the psychologist Peter Carnevale and the sociologist Edward Lawler describes negotiation as “a form of symbolic communication that involves two or more people attempting to reach agreement on issues where there are perceived differences of interest.”24 Indeed, experimental studies of negotiations often adopt designs that reward participants for reaching a mutually acceptable agreement.25 In the policymaking realm, former secretary of state Dean Acheson also observes that “negotiation, in the classic diplomatic sense, assumes parties [are] more anxious to agree than to disagree; parties who are, therefore, willing to make concessions in determining what shall be agreed upon.”26




The Puzzling Reality of Negotiations

The general thrust of conflict research therefore portrays wartime diplomacy as an ever-present, costless, mechanical, and earnest endeavor. Yet this logically consistent and intuitive depiction faces a problem: the empirical record does not support it. As figure 0.1 shows, patterns of negotiations during conflict are highly sporadic, vary widely by conflict, and do not always respond to outcomes in fighting.

Histories of war suggest that leaders frequently feel reticent to talk while fighting and consider the decision to engage in diplomacy a serious one. During the Crimean War of 1853–56, Tsar Nicholas I of Russia refused to negotiate with the Allies (Great Britain, France, and the Ottoman Empire) despite a series of battlefield victories by the Allies in mid and late 1854. It was only once Nicholas I died and was replaced by Alexander II that the belligerents met in Vienna in March 1855. But after several days of talks, all parties realized that nobody was prepared to make significant concessions.27

The Vienna talks during the Crimean War also illustrate that the onset of negotiations is not equivalent to the settlement of conflict. According to the negotiation data that I describe later in this book, approximately three-quarters of all periods of negotiation during the last two centuries of interstate war are not associated with the cessation of hostilities. About half of all interstate wars in the same period feature more than one round of negotiation. Each of these statistics suggests that belligerents fluctuate in their willingness to talk, sometimes pulling back from diplomacy after making the initial choice to participate. Current theories of conflict are not well equipped to explain these shifts.28

Many negotiations do not simply fail to reach an agreement but seem to reveal complete antipathy toward any form of compromise. Several months into the Second Sino-Japanese War of 1931–33, diplomats at the League of Nations hurriedly attempted to spearhead mediation efforts to stem the explosion of violence. The most notable efforts were formulated by the US and British ministers to China, Nelson T. Johnson and Sir Miles Lampson. The two arrived in Shanghai (the next target of Japan’s expansion into China) on behalf of the league on February 12, 1932, with hopes of establishing a neutral zone. The visit went nowhere. By February 18, Japanese military representatives issued the mayor of Shanghai terms of an ultimatum with a deadline of February 20 that, in Lampson’s words, were “in so arrogant a tone and dictatorial a form that it was hardly possible to expect their acceptance by the Chinese.”29 The mayor rejected the ultimatum, and Japanese forces that had arrived on February 18 renewed their assault. As such, the idea that belligerents constantly drift toward agreement and that negotiations signify a nearly irreversible shift toward peace is not justified.

One potential interpretation of this multifaceted negotiation behavior is that diplomacy is little more than “noise.” Patterns of negotiation could perhaps be motivated by extraneous factors that are disconnected from the conflict itself. If so, then negotiations reveal very little about war, the observed variation is not worth further scrutiny, and conflict scholars have rightly treated diplomacy in the manner I have described thus far. But another interpretation is that we have severely undervalued the highly strategic nature of wartime negotiations and what they reveal about conflict. A lack of detailed data about conflict diplomacy and a paucity of theoretical tools to understand it may have created a vicious cycle that precludes a serious investigation of the topic.




The Argument

How can we understand when, why, and how diplomatic talks are used during war? I offer a straightforward overarching argument: negotiating in the midst of conflict involves costs and benefits, and belligerents continuously weigh these competing forces in order to choose whether to negotiate and how to negotiate. The simplicity of this thesis is somewhat deceptive, as the scholarly literature has not fully appreciated or synthesized the numerous upsides and downsides associated with diplomacy during war.

To develop this argument, I distinguish between two forms of negotiation, which I call sincere and insincere. Sincere negotiations refer to good-faith attempts by belligerents to reach a mutually acceptable agreement. Sincerity does not guarantee successful compromise but underscores the participants’ genuine preference to reach an agreement rather than not. As I will discuss in the next chapter, both our common and scholarly understandings of negotiations overwhelmingly adopt this view. One certainly cannot deny that negotiations are necessary to end conflicts short of complete military victory or defeat. But to assume that this is diplomacy’s only function embodies an unsophisticated view of what negotiation can accomplish and reveal during conflicts. My theory therefore emphasizes the insincere mode of negotiation, which refers to interactions where at least one party seeks to use talks for some purpose unrelated or antithetical to agreement. In the wartime context, this means that a belligerent exploits the time spent talking in order to realize some other objective that serves to promote policy aims that aid its war effort. Two significant goals motivate insincere negotiations: deflecting political blame for participating in armed conflict and buying time to regroup and remobilize one’s military forces to fight more effectively in the near future.

I am certainly not the first to suggest that negotiations can be orchestrated in bad faith. Numerous scholars and practitioners have identified this phenomenon using terms such as “side effects,”30 “devious objectives,”31 “posturing,”32 “duplicitous negotiations,”33 “avoidance bargaining,”34 “phony bargaining,”35 “striving for no,”36 “false negotiations,”37 “false readiness,”38 “insincere bargaining,”39 and “insincere negotiations.”40 These works, however, merely note the existence and possibility of bad-faith diplomatic bargaining without providing an explanation for when it should be more prone to occurring. My argument provides one of the first systematic explanations of the conditions in which negotiations would more likely be sincere or insincere.

I establish a theory of wartime negotiations that contends that belligerents’ decisions to negotiate and whether to negotiate sincerely or insincerely are dictated by two primary factors. The first is what I call latent external pressure. This reflects the amount of influence that third parties can activate in order to compel belligerents to engage in diplomacy. The descriptive term “latent” captures the notion that the overall degree and quality of pressure that outside parties can place on belligerents in any particular conflict are partially moderated by the broader existence of institutions, norms, and structures that facilitate such behavior. The second factor, already widely accepted in extant research, is information obtained from the battlefield. The interactions of these two factors account for the relative costs and benefits of negotiating during war.

In the absence of any external pressures to negotiate, belligerents perceive enormously high costs to negotiating with the enemy. Looking too eager to talk can be interpreted as a sign of weakness, which may encourage the enemy to fight harder because it thinks victory is at hand or discourage one’s own people from fighting because they believe defeat is imminent.41 The simple act of negotiation, regardless of what positions belligerents espouse when talking, can therefore worsen a belligerent’s prospects in a war if talks do not produce a diplomatic settlement. Consequently, when latent external pressures are low, we should expect negotiations to happen infrequently, and most would-be attempts to negotiate insincerely should be deterred. The likelihood of talks will increase as the results of fighting trend heavily in one side’s favor, and any talks that do occur have a high probability of being sincere attempts to cease hostilities and minimize one’s costs by avoiding needless bloodshed.

The talks in Portsmouth during the Russo-Japanese War are a paradigmatic example of sincere negotiations, which took place in an environment with relatively low latent external pressures for peace and a battlefield solidly trending in one side’s favor. Tsar Nicholas II very reluctantly acceded to negotiations because Russia’s weakness had been made apparent and few other alternatives remained. Both sides came to the table of their own accord and were therefore able to quickly settle their affairs.

Incentives to engage in diplomacy change considerably when latent external pressures to negotiate are high. Constant attempts by third parties to initiate talks, as well as the pervasiveness of norms or institutions aimed at peace, lower the costs to negotiation. Being willing to talk is interpreted more as a submission to the international community, and belligerents do not have to initiate negotiation efforts on their own. These cost-reducing effects exist regardless of whether third parties wield sufficient leverage to actually alter the prospects of a lasting settlement.42 On the one hand, this may enable some wars to end more quickly because warring parties can start talking more expeditiously (or at all) without worrying about as many negative repercussions of doing so. On the other hand, this permissive environment also enables belligerents to negotiate more freely regardless of the state of the battlefield. Actors thus have greater liberty to try negotiating insincerely in hopes of improving their ability to prosecute the war effort when talks fall apart by design. While diplomatic communications are relatively common in this high-pressure environment, the battlefield plays an important role in dictating whether talks are sincere or insincere. When the battlefield provides limited or indeterminate information, negotiations that come to pass are probably insincere in nature, exploited to further at least one side’s cause. As fighting tilts heavily in one side’s favor, negotiations are more likely to be sincere and to bring the war to a diplomatic conclusion.

The two fruitless negotiations that punctuated the Falklands War exemplify insincere negotiations. Both were products of enormous international pressure that was immediately activated once hostilities erupted, occurring before fighting had taken place in earnest. Mediated diplomatic communication moved forward even though neither side had any real desire to reach a settlement. But negotiations were not only unsuccessful in reaching peace. The United Kingdom used the period of diplomatic bargaining to deploy its forces to Argentina, and both sides exploited the apparent diplomatic deadlock to animate their domestic audiences in favor of more conflict. The only sincere talks of the war lasted one day and wrote down the terms of Argentina’s military surrender.

The Russo-Japanese War and the Falklands War are two archetypal cases that illustrate my theory in stark terms. But as I will establish in the chapters to come, my argument effectively explains the causes and consequences of wartime diplomacy over two centuries of global conflict. The seemingly arbitrary nature of negotiations in conflict is, I show, not arbitrary at all.



Contributions

The core evidence for my theory relies on new quantitative data of battles and negotiations over two centuries of interstate conflict. These data are based on a wide-scale review of several hundred primary documents, reference materials, and periodicals. By combining these two resources, I am able to track the ebbs and flows of wartime fighting and talking at the daily level. My data afford the opportunity to study wars at a level of breadth and granularity that is unmatched by current studies of war. Figure 0.1, as simple as it looks, reveals variation that cannot be readily explained using extant theories of conflict. This suggests that there is a great deal about negotiations that the fields of international relations, diplomacy, and conflict resolution do not fully appreciate, much less understand.

My battle and negotiation data not only enable a systematic assessment of my theory but may also help to reinvigorate the quantitative study of war. Inspired by Fearon’s seminal article, a surge of research around the turn of the twenty-first century used game-theoretic models to further flesh out the notion of war as a bargaining process, but the endeavor has since become a more dormant enterprise. This is likely not a coincidence. Very few resources have been created to directly validate, challenge, or refine the premises or conclusions of these bargaining models—many of which contradict each other—on a larger scale.43 Debates regarding whether wars are resolved through a convergence or attrition process are one prominent instance where conclusions differ based on the structure, payoffs, and presumptions of the model. My new data represent a sizable step in this direction and may help motivate others to gather more quantitative measures of intrawar activity. Doing so would help further crack open what Scott Gartner memorably called the “black box of war,”44 breaking the cycle where a lack of data on wartime negotiations precludes an exploration or appreciation of wartime negotiations, which in turn inhibits the collection of data on them.

On the academic front, this endeavor challenges the penchant of international relations scholarship to shortchange the importance of diplomacy during war. It is natural to think of wartime negotiations as being the converse to armed violence; belligerents shed blood on the battlefield and resolve their differences at the bargaining table. But even though all diplomatic settlements require negotiation, not all negotiations lead to diplomatic settlements. The fact that these “unsuccessful” negotiations can have political implications, be harnessed to moderate conflict, alleviate third-party pressures, and reshape battlefield outcomes poses a nontrivial challenge to extant scholarship that does not seriously contemplate intrawar diplomacy or that solely views it as a manner to grant concessions. As such, my theory indicates that the rationalist tradition of dismissing diplomacy as mere “cheap talk,” especially during war, is overly reductive and deleterious to our understanding of international conflict. Negotiations during war are not an alternative to war but an essential tool to navigate it.

In pointing out how the bargaining model of war harbors an oversimplified conception of negotiations, I do not mean to suggest that the bargaining model’s broader conception of war is fundamentally wrong. My argument adopts a rational approach where actors weigh the balance of costs and benefits when determining their optimal course of action moving forward; concerns about information, capabilities, resolve, and intentions all matter greatly in these calculations. Instead, I emphasize the fact that the occurrence of negotiations—regardless of the specific proposals exchanged during them—can produce new consequences that influence each side’s leverage and thus its prospects in the violent bargaining process of war.

While scholars in the realm of international relations have deeply scrutinized the strategic underpinnings of war without as much emphasis on negotiations that could occur at those times, scholars focused on negotiation studies and diplomatic studies have taken the matter of negotiations more seriously. But they frequently do not consider them in a wartime context. My theory thus represents a useful coalescence of insights from, and contributes to, related research tracks on war, conflict resolution, diplomacy, and negotiations.

This book also offers significant insights on conflict resolution when it comes to policymaking. Since most wars involve and end through diplomacy, understanding the incentives that belligerents have with respect to negotiations is vital for producing thoughtful policies that promote peace rather than undermine it. For instance, my theoretical framework and empirical findings advance thinking on the seminal policy debate about the merits of outside intervention in wars. Reflecting on the United Nations’ uneven impact in the Bosnian War of 1992–95, Edward Luttwak memorably argued that international actors should stay out of conflicts and “give war a chance,” as the only manner to truly end hostilities is to allow belligerents to fight to mutual exhaustion or complete defeat.45 Such a proposal insinuates that the international institutions we have built since World War II to maintain peace and stability are actually undermining their professed goals. This book indicates that constant efforts to spur diplomacy, even if well meaning, could ultimately be counterproductive. Yet it also identifies moments when diplomacy facilitates peace. By systematically pinpointing the specific conditions of when those moments may (or may not) occur, this book thus furthers our understanding of when and which conflict resolution policies might be effective.

Additionally, my theory highlights the potentially unscrupulous side of diplomacy. US policymakers often treat negotiation as a good-faith activity and do not see the cynical ends that negotiation can facilitate.46 In a memoir, Dean Acheson lamented many policymakers’ naive view of the relationship between negotiation and conflict: “I have heard people who should know better, including a head of government, say happily, ‘As long as we keep them talking, they’re not fighting.’ Nothing could be more untrue: they are fighting… . To our minds international conferences and negotiations are so completely means for ending conflict that we are blind to the fact that they may be and, in the hands of experts, are equally adapted to continuing it.”47

Strong normative beliefs conceive of diplomacy as an inherently genuine process,48 which perhaps explains why policymakers around the world do not fully appreciate the power of duplicitous negotiations as a weapon of war. This book calls for a serious revision of this unsophisticated view of diplomacy.



The Book to Come

Chapter 1 lays out my full theoretical framework regarding wartime negotiations. To that end, I first define key concepts of the book with reference to current literatures on war, negotiations, and their intersection. The remainder of the chapter develops the central components of my theory and explains the conditions in which we are most likely to see negotiations that may productively resolve hostilities, or when negotiations may be more easily exploited for instrumental ends. I place particular emphasis on insincere negotiations, as their existence and effects introduce the implications that stand in starkest contrast with existing research on conflict and its resolution.

This discussion leads to a series of testable implications that I assess in subsequent chapters. Since my theory features many moving parts, no single test can fully substantiate it in its entirety. I rely instead on several forms of empirical inquiry to assess different aspects of my argument at various levels of analysis, and I have selected case studies to show the validity of the argument across a wide span of time and space.

Chapter 2 discusses the empirical cornerstone of this book: data on battles and negotiations in almost all interstate wars over the last two centuries. I describe the raw materials, definitions, and procedures used to convert hundreds of qualitative historical sources into two quantitative datasets on wartime negotiations and battles across ninety-two conflicts. I demonstrate the utility and plausibility of these two datasets by illustrating patterns of wartime negotiations and battlefield trends within wars. Even these purely descriptive statistics reveal insights about war that would be infeasible with extant resources.

Chapter 3 is the first to directly assess my theory of wartime negotiations. I address the impact that latent external pressures and battlefield outcomes have on the initiation of negotiations, as well as their relationship with the termination of hostilities. While my battle data allow me to create straightforward measures of battlefield outcomes, it was necessary to develop a method to measure latent external pressures on belligerents to negotiate. To that end, I leverage the dramatic change in the international environment before and after 1945. This decision is based on the idea, backed by substantial scholarship, that the post–World War II era witnessed an immense growth of institutions, actors, and norms that promote peace and stability. I argue that these innovations have led to a substantial and systemic decrease in the costs of negotiating, as it becomes easier for third parties to activate pressure on belligerents to talk to one another. I establish that the 1945 line is indeed associated with a dramatic upward shift in the rate of wartime negotiations.

Furthermore, I show that wars before 1945—that is, wars with relatively low latent external pressures—indeed have less frequent negotiations, but that talks become more frequent and promptly terminate wars when the battlefield firmly moves in one side’s favor. Meanwhile, in wars after 1945, negotiations occur quite frequently and bear little relationship with the state of the battlefield. Many talks come and go without any steps toward peace. A battlefield where one side has a solid advantage, however, does help to predict whether negotiations that do occur will lead to settlement. A number of supplementary analyses provide more context for why the pre-1945 and post-1945 diplomatic environments look so different, as well as what factors may account for the actual deployment of diplomatic pressure by third parties. I further substantiate my argument regarding latent external pressures by leveraging whether wars involved any major power belligerents, who I expect to be more immune to external diplomatic pressures. In support of my expectations, I find that wars involving only minor powers feature higher rates of reluctant negotiation because the belligerents are more dependent on external material and political support.

Any quantitative study of conflict will inevitably sand away details and nuances of individual events in exchange for evidence of broader trends.49 As such, the second part of chapter 3 features a qualitative comparison of two conflicts that feature the same main belligerents: the Greco-Turkish War of 1897 and the Turkish invasion of Cyprus in 1974. The case studies show the importance of latent external pressures in influencing negotiation behavior. The 1897 war featured relatively few external sources of diplomatic pressure; the only round of talks that took place codified the Ottoman Empire’s victory. In contrast, the 1974 conflict was woven into a broader fabric of international politics. A two-week diplomatic effort spearheaded by the United Kingdom and the United States produced no peace and instead allowed the belligerents to mobilize their political and military assets so that they could fight more effectively once talks ended.

Whereas chapter 3 analyzes how battlefield activity can influence negotiation behavior, chapter 4 explores how negotiations can reshape the battlefield. This tests my claim that insincere negotiations not only fail to end hostilities but can be exploited to help reshape the subsequent trajectory of conflict. I return to my quantitative data to substantiate two implications of my theory. First, I confirm that periods of negotiation are associated with lower levels of active hostilities on the battlefield. These moments of relative quiet on the battlefield are natural for belligerents who want to sincerely stop fighting, but they are also necessary for belligerents that merely want to abuse negotiations to improve their political and military position. Second, I demonstrate that negotiations that do not result in peace are followed by battlefield trends that systematically favor war targets and that are more consistent with prewar expectations. This result is particularly noteworthy and underscores the importance of viewing negotiations as a very real extension of war.

The chapter then uses a qualitative approach to walk through the relationship between fighting and bargaining and to show the deep military and political impacts of negotiation in two distinct wars: the War of the Roman Republic in 1849 and the Cenepa Valley War of 1995. The former is a valuable example of how insincere negotiations can occur in the absence of explicit external pressures. The latter, a South American conflict, is the most recent war for which there is adequately accessible documentation of public and private diplomatic activity.

Chapter 5 offers an in-depth qualitative study of the Arab-Israeli War of 1948–49, a historical clash in the Middle East that is also one of the first cases to erupt in an environment of high latent external pressures after 1945. This conflict illustrates how the dynamics that I examine separately in chapters 3 and 4 can coalesce into a more complex and strategic story. I show that constant mediation efforts by the United Nations, while motivated by optimistic intentions, enabled both Israel and the Arab states to exploit phases of negotiation to rearm themselves and to frame their opponent as the wayward party that was unwilling to consider peace. I argue that Israel’s victory and survival in early 1949 is largely the product of how the Ben-Gurion government exploited insincere negotiations to give Israel valuable time to buttress its unprepared military forces.

Up to this point, much of my empirical evidence treats entire periods of negotiation as being sincere or insincere. Chapter 6 explores whether my theory can also explain variation in negotiation behavior within individual rounds of talks. I do so by analyzing the Korean War of 1950–53. The war is notable in that it is still technically active today and in that it also involves major powers on either side. I conduct a hybrid analysis that includes both a qualitative review of the conflict and a highly granular quantitative analysis of battlefield activity and negotiation behavior. Using a combination of text-as-data and machine learning methods, I convert thousands of pages of declassified archival documents that track battlefield movement, casualties, and negotiation behavior to daily-level quantitative measures. These data allow me to directly test how small changes on the battlefield influence a belligerent’s proclivity to be more sincere or insincere within longer bouts of negotiation, all while keeping the level of latent external pressures constant. They reveal patterns that are consistent with my theory of wartime negotiations. When the battlefront provided new information through troop movement or losses, both delegations engaged in more substantive and seemingly sincere discussions that were related to settling the conflict. Conversely, when little was learned from fighting, the delegation’s negotiation behavior became more overtly hostile, obstinate, and insincere.

The conclusion wraps up the book with directions for future lines of inquiry and policy recommendations regarding the conduct of wartime diplomacy. I emphasize the complicated balancing act that my theory and findings uncover regarding the role that the international community can play in steering the course of conflicts. In some cases, external actors may succeed in their professed goal of preventing wars from causing more suffering. But in other instances, similar diplomatic endeavors not only may fail to strike a peace but may even undermine that objective. When wars cannot end through military means, diplomacy becomes an olive branch in one hand and a sword in the other. This book provides the structure to understand when and why each hand is extended.







1

A Theory of Wartime Negotiations

On July 14, 2015, Secretary of State John Kerry announced at a press conference the formation of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, or JCPOA—a sweeping agreement devised by the permanent five members of the United Nations Security Council, Germany, and Iran to limit Iran’s nuclear ambitions in exchange for significant sanctions relief. Many policy experts and politicians hailed the JCPOA as a critical tool to prevent yet another war in the Middle East.1 Characterizing the gravity of this accomplishment within the context of his personal life, Kerry ended his statements by talking about his service in the Vietnam War. He remarked, “I learned in war the price that is paid when diplomacy fails… . I know that war is the failure of diplomacy and the failure of leaders to make alternative decisions.”2

Kerry is by no means the first or only person to claim that wars begin when diplomacy fails. In his iconic (and inescapable) volume On War, Carl von Clausewitz famously states that “war is merely the continuation of policy by other means”—those other means being necessary when diplomacy falls short.3 The notion is so deeply ingrained in our collective psyche that a version of it is uttered by Captain Kathryn Janeway on an episode of the television show Star Trek: Voyager: “When diplomacy fails, there’s only one alternative: violence.”4

The introduction to this book described a puzzling inconsistency within current treatments of conflict: crisis diplomacy is viewed as a highly calculated and manipulable form of communication, but diplomacy is sapped of strategic value once bloodshed begins. The high levels of variation we see in the timing and success rates of negotiation suggest that far more remains to be learned about diplomacy and its relationship with conflict. Against that backdrop, this chapter establishes a theory of wartime negotiations that helps to explain when negotiations are likely to occur, as well as what consequences they have for the future trajectory of conflict.

I begin with a discussion of how to define negotiations. I then explain the importance of a concept in the study of negotiations known as the reversion outcome—more commonly called the best alternative to a negotiated agreement (BATNA). The reversion outcome refers to the best result a negotiator can hope to realize if negotiations do not reach a mutually acceptable agreement. The notion of a reversion outcome is not unfamiliar in the field of international relations, but as I will suggest, it does not play an explicit part in many existing theories of conflict.

With those ideas established, I enumerate the specific costs and benefits that shape belligerents’ calculations regarding wartime diplomacy. Importantly, I argue that the primary costs and benefits of negotiating during war are related to the concept of the reversion outcome. A critical cost to starting negotiations is that they can signal weakness to the enemy and one’s own constituency. This, in turn, worsens the range of outcomes a belligerent can obtain when negotiations fail, since abortive talks are likely to be followed by an emboldened enemy or political punishment.

My examination of the benefits to talking while fighting introduces two separate modes of negotiation, which I call sincere and insincere. Negotiations that are conducted sincerely embody the traditional understanding of negotiation, which implies a good-faith effort at reaching agreement by all sides. Actors talk because they would like to avoid the reversion outcome associated with the continuation of war. Negotiations that are pursued for insincere ends, on the other hand, reflect a form of bargaining where at least one actor engages in talks for reasons unrelated to and perhaps antithetical to agreement. Importantly, diplomacy that is used insincerely can be exploited to improve one’s ability to prosecute a war after talks fail. Insincere negotiations help to augment a party’s reversion outcome, and they can reshape conflicts in ways that current theories would not necessarily anticipate.

Two key factors help to explain the specific balance of costs and benefits that belligerents perceive when considering when and how to negotiate during war: the level of latent diplomatic pressure that can be activated and placed on belligerents by third parties, and the degree of information culled from fighting. Different configurations of each of these two dimensions help to explain not only how frequently belligerents would come to the table during war but also whether these talks would lead to the settlement or exacerbation of conflict. The chapter ends with an enumeration of the core testable implications that arise from my theory.


Defining Negotiations

Intuitively, negotiation is a process through which divergent positions are discussed in hopes of producing a common agreement. This book adopts a more formal definition adapted from Fred Iklé’s book on international diplomacy, How Nations Negotiate. Negotiation is a process of direct or mediated communication between official representatives of the active disputants, where explicit proposals are put forward with the ostensible aim of reaching a mutually acceptable agreement.5 This description shares similarities with most definitions of the word and is not limited to a wartime context.

There are several constituent and purposeful parts of this definition worth discussing individually. First, negotiations can be direct or mediated. They can proceed between two parties in isolation, or they can involve a third party that facilitates discussion by either being in the same room as all the disputants or traveling back and forth between them. Negotiation with active but nonbinding participation by a third party is mediation.

Second, official and accredited representatives conduct negotiations.6 Everyday citizens from different countries speak with each other all the time, but we obviously do not consider their communication to be diplomacy. Perhaps more conspicuously, celebrities receive attention for meeting with government officials; consider Dennis Rodman’s basketball-related interactions with Kim Jong-un in North Korea or Angelina Jolie serving as goodwill ambassador for the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. The burgeoning prominence of celebrities in international affairs is certainly a worthwhile topic to explore.7 Nonetheless, many aspects of international relations—and, in particular, conflict resolution—remain the domain of state leaders, officials, diplomats, and other individuals vested with direct authority to speak on behalf of a government or organization.

Third, negotiations involve explicit and verbal or written proposals. Actors must discuss substantive ideas regarding how to deal with a disagreement. This does not imply that actors must agree on these proposals, but it does mean that incidental small talk between representatives in the halls or corners of the United Nations, for example, is too casual to be considered negotiation. Acts of tacit bargaining where parties seek to influence one another through nonverbal behavior, such as troop movements or other physical maneuvers,8 are important phenomena in international affairs, and they are clearly acts of communication designed to influence behavior, but they do not satisfy my definition of negotiation.

Fourth, the word ostensible, which seems innocuous, in fact represents a significant corrective to many seminal definitions of negotiation, which often presuppose that negotiations occur with genuine “interests in reaching agreement,” as Ariel Rubinstein puts it.9 As I explain later in this chapter and in others, negotiations often take place even when belligerents have no desire to realize any agreement with their opponent. The notion that wartime diplomacy is often used to moderate and reshape the trajectory of war, and that the strategy to this behavior can be systematically explained, is a central insight of this book.

It is necessary to delineate negotiations against two adjacent terms: bargaining and diplomacy. The term bargaining refers to the general process of deciding how to divide gains from some form of joint action.10 An article by Rubinstein conceives of bargaining as a noncooperative and zero-sum process where two parties attempt to reach an agreement about how to divide a “pie.”11 Many issues in international relations that can escalate to conflict involve bargaining. This form of interaction can ensue through negotiations but, as the next section clarifies, also transpires through war. As such, negotiations are a form of bargaining.

According to Sir Ernest Mason Satow’s classic Guide to Diplomatic Practice, diplomacy can be succinctly defined as “the conduct of business between States by peaceful means.”12 Diplomacy is the manner in which states often bargain with one another, and negotiations are a tool through which diplomacy takes place. The Oxford English Dictionary goes as far as to define diplomacy as “the management of international relations by negotiation.”13

That said, two clarifications are worth mentioning. First, the idea that diplomacy occurs via peaceful means does not imply that it is completely removed from violence.14 Giving verbal ultimatums, performing military exercises, and mobilizing one’s military forces are all forms of diplomacy that do not involve direct violence but obviously seek to coerce an opponent by threatening it. By analyzing negotiations during war, this book focuses on the extreme version of this concept, where diplomatic activity takes place alongside active violence (rather than under the threat of violence) and the result of failed diplomacy is the continuation of violence. Second, diplomacy need not require states as actors. Satow’s definition is informed by his experience as a foreign officer for the British government in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when the Westphalian notion of the nation-state was robust and nonstate actors were not prominent in international affairs. Today it may be more accurate to say that diplomacy involves the conduct of business between political entities, including negotiations, by peaceful means.15 Discussions between governments and rebel groups within a state or between governments and terrorist organizations abroad should therefore also count as examples of diplomacy, and my findings on interstate conflicts yield implications regarding these other arenas.

While the above discussion outlines how negotiation, bargaining, and diplomacy are not completely identical, unless otherwise indicated, I will use the terms negotiation, diplomacy, and diplomatic bargaining interchangeably throughout the text to refer to the central concept of negotiation.


The Reversion Outcome

Negotiations involve the ostensible goal of reaching a mutually acceptable agreement. How do actors determine what potential deals are worth taking or rejecting? When actors make decisions regarding whether to negotiate, what they would seek during negotiations, and how they would utilize negotiations, they must consider what alternatives to talking exist. Scholars and practitioners alike emphasize the significance of a party’s best alternative to a negotiated agreement, or BATNA. A term popularized by Fisher and Ury in their book Getting to Yes, a BATNA refers to the next-most-favorable alternative that an actor has should negotiations fail to result in agreement.16 In political science and formal modeling literature, this concept is often called the reversion outcome. I treat these two terms as equivalent throughout the remainder of this book. The reversion outcome is important because it defines each side’s bargaining leverage. Actors with a more favorable reversion outcome are freer to walk away from talks or eschew them completely, while those with a less favorable one are more pressed to make a deal because their fallback option is undesirable.

An actor contemplating negotiations in a wartime setting cannot precisely know what will happen if negotiations collapse and fighting continues. In such cases, actors must estimate the benefits, costs, and likelihoods of all possible outcomes or actions should talks fail and then calculate the expected value of the reversion outcome.17 If a belligerent believes, accurately or not, that defeat with massive casualties is likely, the reversion outcome is highly negative. If a belligerent instead predicts victory but is uncertain about the magnitude of lives and resources that will be lost in the process, the reversion outcome’s value is more complicated to appraise. These estimates will change and perhaps sharpen over the course of conflict as each side learns more information that helps it revise its assessment of the war’s likely trajectory.

The concept of the reversion outcome is distinct from the concept of a minimally acceptable offer. In standard models of war, actors consider what share of a disputed good they believe they would win from fighting, and they subtract the expected costs of conflict from that share. This quantity is known as a minimally acceptable offer, or the value of war.18 Wars are fought in order to truthfully unveil each side’s minimally acceptable offer. Any diplomatic deal that would give each actor at least this minimum value would be preferable to fighting; any diplomatic deal that is at least as good as both sides’ minimally acceptable offer constitutes the viable bargaining range. The BATNA or reversion outcome represents the scenario an actor faces if a negotiation generates an impasse. As an actor’s BATNA becomes progressively worse, the minimally acceptable offer it would be willing to accept through negotiations can also fall.

While BATNAs may influence minimally acceptable offers, the two are not identical or permanent.19 As a brief illustration, suppose an artist hopes to sell a painting for no less than $500, which accounts for the costs of raw supplies and the artist’s time. Based on similar past transactions and their own assessment of the painting’s quality, the artist initially believes they can easily find a client who will pay $1,000. A client who offers $750 at this point will be turned away. Even though $750 exceeds the minimally acceptable offer of $500, the artist’s perceived BATNA—quickly finding a different client who will pay more—has a higher value of $1,000. Suppose, however, that the artist’s original intuition is eventually proven wrong, and they struggle to find another interested buyer. The BATNA may then involve putting the painting away and making no money. The artist in this case would accept any bid worth at least $500. Indeed, the new reversion outcome’s value of $0 may lead the artist to revise their minimally acceptable offer dramatically below $500, simply to defray some costs instead of no costs at all.

Although many canonical bargaining models of war explicitly capture the notion of a minimally acceptable offer and the bargaining range that exists between two sides, their treatment of the reversion outcome is far more implicit. In some models, negotiations take place only to codify the outcomes of war as determined by the results of fighting.20 In others that portray war as an alternating process between fighting and negotiating, the diplomacy phase is depicted as a moment of suspended animation. The war freezes in its current configuration while the belligerents exchange, consider, and respond to bargaining offers in an instantaneous fashion. If an offer is rejected, the war proceeds with another battle, where each side’s likelihood of victory is based on the characteristics of the belligerents and battlefield immediately before the previous round of talks began.21 Across both cases, the reversion outcome when negotiations fail is the continuation of hostilities based on little other than the state of affairs that existed prior to negotiations.

Negotiation scholarship suggests that reversion outcomes are far more complex, accounting for situations and changing circumstances that may exist outside the narrow confines of the direct bargaining interaction in question. BATNAs are not necessarily alternatives that exist independent of the other side.22 As an example, suppose members of a union are considering whether to go on strike in order to demand safer working conditions. Their minimally acceptable offer may involve a series of safety reforms and the installation of newer equipment in their facilities. If the company refused to honor these demands, it may seem as if the union members’ reversion outcome would be continuing to work in an unsafe environment while preparing for another collective effort. But more factors exist beyond the scope of the specific negotiation. If union members choose to go on strike but fail to obtain their demands, they may end up being replaced with individuals willing to cross the picket line and could ultimately be fired. The workers’ reversion outcome is therefore not necessarily the continuation of their hazardous jobs; it could be the potential end of their jobs. This may cause hesitation about what terms to demand or whether to strike at all. But if local media outlets were already reporting on this dispute, the workers may believe that the strike will attract enough public attention to cast a harsh spotlight on the company, which might reduce the likelihood that anyone would be fired. The reversion outcome in this situation would be an expected value calculated using the estimated prospects that media scrutiny will or will not protect the striking workers’ jobs. Regardless of the specific calculation, union members would have greater leverage and more incentives to strike if the media became involved compared to a scenario where they did not. Whether these or any other reversion outcomes are more likely depends on factors internal and external to the specific bargain over workplace conditions. What binds all of these disparate possibilities together is that engaging in negotiations can influence an actor’s bargaining leverage if talks fail to reach an agreement.

I contend that wars are equally, if not more, subject to a similar logic. The theory I develop proposes the following: The basic act of negotiating during war can directly alter a belligerent’s reversion outcome and thus its bargaining leverage. The political and military environment following failed talks may be fundamentally different from the conditions that existed prior to any diplomatic interactions, for good or for ill, and these changes may redirect the trajectory of conflict compared to a scenario where negotiations did not take place. This prospect helps to explain when, why, and how belligerents would choose to talk while fighting. My theory suggests that the costs and benefits of negotiation are all related to how the act of negotiating either worsens or improves belligerents’ prospects should talks fail. In some cases, words can be used to fight.

To understand this strategic argument and its implications in full, we must first enumerate and explore the competing costs and benefits entailed by negotiating during war and how they relate to an actor’s reversion outcome.




Avoiding Negotiations

I begin by addressing why belligerents often choose not to communicate with their opponent during active hostilities. As my data show, approximately 83 percent of war-days involve no negotiations between actors in interstate wars. This observation is especially puzzling and incongruous with many current conceptions of negotiations in war.

One natural reason negotiations do not occur is that they may not be worth the trouble. In wars primarily driven by credible commitment problems, belligerents would sense very little utility to negotiating an agreement that stands little chance of being upheld over time. The complete surrender or neutralization of the enemy may seem to be the only real and self-enforcing solution.23 The War of the Triple Alliance of 1864–70—also known as the López or Paraguayan War—provides a useful illustration. Paraguay’s access to the Atlantic Ocean, which was vital for its security and economic well-being, ran through Argentina and Uruguay. When Argentina and Brazil began to directly intervene in Uruguayan affairs, President Francisco Solano López feared that his nation would be choked off from the sea. He subsequently launched attacks against Argentina and Brazil to reverse their claims on Uruguay. The attempt failed and instead led the two regional powers plus occupied Uruguay to escalate hostilities against a seemingly irrational opponent. The resulting war was fought to the bitter end, concluding only in 1870 when Solano López was killed in battle. Due to extreme concerns about the opponent’s intentions and willingness to uphold any diplomatic settlement, the war raged for six years, wiped out approximately 70 percent of the prewar Paraguayan population, and featured no negotiations.24

While commitment problems may explain diplomatic silence in the Paraguayan War, this explanation does not account for the infrequency of talks during conflicts primarily motivated by incomplete information, nor does it address why wars borne of commitment problems—such as the United States’ experiences in Korea and Vietnam—may still feature negotiations at different points during hostilities. A more compelling answer emerges when we consider the potential costs of talking with the enemy. Despite many models of war treating negotiation as a costless activity, numerous scholars and practitioners have argued that a major obstacle to initiating negotiations during conflict is the fear that any interest in dialogue will be construed as a sign of weakness or flagging resolve.25 Practitioners in government and business also commonly suggest that actors refrain from starting a conversation, especially when information asymmetries exist.26

Some examples illustrate this point concretely. On February 12, 1964, Fidel Castro of Cuba relayed a back-channel message to President Lyndon Johnson through the ABC News correspondent Lisa Howard. The communication expressed hope that the two countries could “eventually sit down in an atmosphere of good will and of mutual respect and negotiate our differences.” Yet tellingly, Castro’s message ended by stressing that Johnson “should not interpret my conciliatory attitude, my desire for discussions as a sign of weakness.”27 An entry from the President’s Daily Brief—the premier intelligence document of the United States government—also demonstrates the reality of this concern. Discussing tensions between King Hussein of Jordan and militant Palestinian fedayeen who had created a quasi-state within his country, a brief in early 1970 concluded that “[Hussein] has been accused of weakness because he preferred negotiating to fighting.”28

This mindset is also reflected in popular culture. In an episode of the television show The Office, aptly titled “The Negotiation,” regional manager Michael Scott clumsily applies bargaining tactics he learned from Wikipedia in a mock negotiation to obtain a pay raise. Several seconds of uncomfortable silence pass before he announces that he is “declining to speak first.”29 In the 2013 film The Wolf of Wall Street, the stockbroker Jordan Belfort echoes a similar sentiment when teaching other brokers how to make sales, saying that “whoever speaks first loses.”30

Returning to the realm of international relations, Thomas Schelling describes the predicament raised by the choice to talk, as “one side or both may fear that even a show of willingness to negotiate will be interpreted as excessive eagerness.”31 Work by Oriana Skylar Mastro refers to this concern as “adverse inference of weakness.”32 Several contributions in economics make a similar point but from the opposite direction, finding that refusal to negotiate can be harnessed as a mechanism to signal one’s continuing resolve.33 Since wars almost universally involve some form of incomplete information, indicating interest in diplomacy may suggest that a party is starting to falter, losing patience, or preparing to sue for peace. Any sign of vulnerability may motivate the opponent to fight harder and adopt an even more hard-line approach.34 Communicating with an opponent that has been politically villainized can trigger misgivings about appeasing an aggressor or validating their behavior, empowering the opponent to work more assiduously toward its own interests.35

History abounds with mentions of this concern during crises and wars.36 During a meeting on June 5, 1961 (the day after the storied Vienna summit between President John F. Kennedy and Chairman Nikita Khrushchev), Kennedy and British prime minister Harold Macmillan discussed how the quadripartite allies would handle the escalating crisis against the Soviets in Berlin. Both leaders agreed that any act by “the West to offer negotiations might now seem to be a sign of weakness” to the Soviets, emboldening them and endangering the allies’ ability to protect West Berlin.37 In February 1965, ambassador to Vietnam (and former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff) Maxwell Taylor warned against any diplomatic overtures, arguing that “haste to get to the conference table may spark upsurge in [Viet Cong] efforts designed to achieve the maximum negotiating advantage, since Hanoi and Peking may interpret our eagerness as a sign of weakness.”38 In discussions with the Norwegian ambassador to Peking during the Vietnam War, the North Vietnamese ambassador similarly justified refusal to diplomatically engage with the United States by asserting that “when North Vietnam showed an interest in negotiations, Americans had taken such interest as a sign of weakness and with results of stronger escalation.”39

The Second Russo-Turkish War of 1877–78 affords a fuller example of how deeply belligerents worry about looking weak from seeking negotiations. In early 1877, a conference of powers including the Russian Empire submitted terms to create autonomous Bulgarian provinces using Ottoman territory. The Ottoman Empire, which was then in slow and steady decline, refused these terms, and the conference dissolved by January 20. The war officially began on April 24, 1877, when the Russian Empire broke diplomatic relations with the Turkish government and began an attack against the Ottoman Empire—an endeavor that had not succeeded during the Crimean War two decades before. The ultimate outcome of this new war was not obvious at its outset. Russia had higher numbers in terms of personnel, but its soldiers were poorly equipped and served under relatively incapable commanders. The Ottomans wielded more modern weapons supplied by the Americans, British, and Germans and established strong defenses, but they were not well organized.40 The war dramatically broke in the Russians’ favor on December 9, when, after a monthslong siege, Russian forces seized the critical town of Plevna. This was a devastating outcome for the Ottomans. Not only was Plevna the last stronghold to prevent an unfettered march toward the capital city of Constantinople, but the surrender itself resulted in the capture of forty-three thousand Turks.41

On December 12, the Ottomans made their first meaningful attempt to negotiate an end to the conflict. The Porte distributed a diplomatic circular to numerous states that attempted to strike a tone of magnanimity and strength: “What object can there be in prolonging the contest ruinous to both countries? The moment has arrived for the belligerent powers to accept peace without affecting their dignity. Europe might now usefully interpose her good offices, since the Porte is ready to come to terms.”42 The language in this circular attested to how acutely the Ottomans worried about looking weak from requesting negotiations on one hand while confronting the reality of requiring negotiations on the other. The statement “The moment has arrived for the belligerent powers to accept peace” evinced the Ottomans’ desire to sound as if they did not need peace but were willing to consider it. The phrase “without affecting their dignity” also spoke to a desire for any potential peace talks not to be interpreted as part of a humiliating loss.

The Porte’s deep concern with perceptions of weakness was further highlighted on December 17. In response to the general reactions to their circular from five days earlier, the Ottomans distributed a follow-up notice stating the following: “Erroneous interpretations having been given to the circular dispatch, by which the Porte expresses a desire for peace and requests the mediation of the Powers, it is explained, that Turkey does not approach the Powers as a vanquished State, since she still has two lines of defense which the government believes it would be able to hold. It is pointed out that by its circular dispatch the Porte desires to intimate its willingness to take into consideration the proposals made by the conference.”43 But even this clarification overstated the Turks’ position. After the fall of Plevna, Russian troops were making steady progress toward Constantinople. The notion that the war would be resolved by simply accepting the results of the Constantinople Conference in late 1876 and early 1877 was no longer tenable. Indeed, Russian forces arrived in Constantinople by January 30, forcing the Turks to sue for peace. The preliminary agreement signed on January 31 and the subsequent Treaty of San Stefano on March 3 were stacked with onerous concessions. The Ottoman Empire agreed to recognize Romania, Montenegro, and Serbia—territories that had been under Ottoman control—as independent states, and Bulgaria would be considered an autonomous principality. The Turks would pay an indemnity valued at 1,410,000,000 rubles, of which 1,000,000,000 would be paid via the transfer of territory to Russia.

Beyond the international sphere, starting negotiations can also produce domestic political costs. Both troops and citizens that learn of diplomatic overtures may lose motivation to commit themselves to the war effort when they believe the government is contemplating settlement.44 Audience cost theory implies that if a leader publicly promises that a war they initiated will result in victory, any move that appears to pull back from that promise could attract sizable political punishment.45 Potential concessions that would be made in negotiations may also upset key constituencies and political coalitions that a leader requires to maintain power, preventing leaders from taking steps toward peace and even pushing them to continue fighting when their true interests hew toward settlement.46 Notably, leaders of belligerent parties often rally support for war by framing the adversary as evil and uncompromising, which can ultimately impede their ability to later open talks with the enemy.47

Both world wars provide useful illustrations of these liabilities. During World War I, the German government was extremely hesitant to make a peace overture with the Allies for fear of signaling weakness and demoralizing troops on the ground. The offer that Germany did make in 1916 was phrased to sound confident, but it was promptly rejected by the Allies and was still interpreted as an indication of Germany’s disadvantaged position.48 In World War II, Prime Minister Winston Churchill had multiple reasons to refuse negotiations with Hitler. One of these was his deep concern that talks with the Axis powers would pose a “slippery slope” and a situation from which Britain would “be unable to turn back,” obliterating domestic morale and creating an unrecoverable political climate if talks did not conclude the war.49

These examples all illustrate an actor’s belief that expressing interest in negotiations would potentially embolden the enemy and perhaps even deflate the war effort at home. These changes, in turn, would simultaneously undermine the likelihood of negotiations producing an acceptable peace agreement and worsen the actor’s ability to succeed on the battlefield when diplomacy fails—even before any verbal exchange of offers takes place. In language we have used thus far, sitting down at a bargaining table could directly undercut a belligerent’s reversion outcome. Should talks occur but then fail, a belligerent may find itself subjected to even more aggression from an enemy that senses potential victory, or it may become accosted by painful political repercussions at home. Either situation would be worse than what a belligerent might anticipate experiencing by talking without fighting.



Negotiating Anyway

Fears of signaling weakness are thus a powerful reason why warring parties may avoid negotiating with one another. But as my data indicate, about 17 percent of war-days do involve negotiations, and we know that a solid majority of wars end through negotiated settlements. We can logically deduce that diplomacy can sometimes confer benefits that outweigh the aforementioned costs.

I argue that there are two distinct sets of benefits associated with negotiating. Each set of benefits is defined by how it relates to an actor’s reversion outcome—namely, whether talks are designed to forestall the continuation of war or to reshape the future trajectory of fighting by potentially improving an actor’s political or military situation when talks fail. These objectives are each tied to different modes of negotiating, which I call sincere and insincere, respectively. Belligerents can dynamically choose which mode of negotiation to prioritize over the course of the war in response to circumstances surrounding the conflict. The decision is neither binary nor permanent, so the discussion that follows should be interpreted as an exploration of ideal types that help establish the foundations for my theory.


Sincere Negotiation: Avoiding More Fighting

In the traditional treatment of negotiation, actors come to the table with earnest hopes of resolving the issue in good faith—that is, under the presumption that all parties will communicate and act with genuine desire to reach and fulfill an agreement. I refer to this mode of negotiating as being sincere. It bears emphasizing that sincerity is a characterization of intentions rather than outcomes. While all negotiations that settle a conflict are conducted sincerely, agreement is not a requirement for talks to be sincere. Fruitless talks are still sincere if agreement was the goal, free of ulterior motives.

An instructive case of a “failed” sincere negotiation comes from the Russo-Polish War of 1919–20. The conflict was sparked by the Russian Soviet Republic’s desire to seize the newly independent state of Poland in hopes of spreading revolution westward, as well as by Poland’s hope of expanding eastward to restore its much larger pre-1772 borders. In July 1919, about five months into the war, representatives from each state met in Soviet-held territory to discuss a potential peace. The meeting produced some limited concessions that would have pushed the Soviet-Polish border further east and thus would have favored Poland, but no final agreement was struck. Both delegates nevertheless expressed a clear desire to meet again the following month, and to do so in secret (using the guise of Red Cross prisoner exchanges), indicating that neither wanted to exploit talks for any other purpose than to find compromise.50

It also merits noting that sincerity is a characteristic of a negotiation effort and not a descriptor of the actual negotiators. Actors can and do shift between different modes of negotiation depending on the circumstances.51 Another round of negotiations in the Russo-Polish War helps illustrate this point. Thirteen months after a sincere attempt to find peace, diplomats from the belligerent states met in the Belorussian capital of Minsk. The negotiation round was not only fruitless but intentionally designed to get nowhere. Polish forces had initiated a major offensive against Warsaw the day before scheduled proceedings in Minsk began. Wanting to see how this battle would pan out, both sides backtracked and demanded more onerous preconditions that they anticipated would be rejected.52 Discussions fell apart within a week.

Intuitively, belligerents seek to negotiate sincerely when they sense that the prospects of continued war are undesirable. A party struggling on the battlefield may consider the trajectory of hostilities to be so poor that the reversion outcome of additional fighting feels worse than accepting a harsh set of negotiated provisions. A party enjoying relative success on the battlefield may eventually believe that the additional costs of fighting are no longer worthwhile in relation to what has already been gained and what the opponent is willing to concede. When both sides feel that a negotiated settlement is preferable to each party’s reversion outcome, the benefits of ending the war can outweigh the perceived costs of starting negotiations at all. It is at this point that belligerents engage in the process of ascertaining and codifying what the specific terms of a negotiated settlement might be. The Russo-Polish War ended with the signing of a peace protocol in October 1920 after Polish forces decisively won in Warsaw and made a steady eastward push toward the Russian Soviet Republic. The Soviet government saw no option but to sue for peace, while the Polish government had little appetite to keep fighting. For both sides, the reversion outcome of the war continuing on its present trajectory was less appealing than an imperfect compromise that established the new states of Ukraine and Belarus in between Poland and Soviet Russia.53



Insincere Negotiation: Reshaping Future Fighting

Negotiations can negatively affect a belligerent’s reversion outcome by signaling weakness. Yet negotiations can also affect an actor’s BATNA in a positive manner, potentially improving the prospects of war outcomes in the next period of hostilities. Stated more dramatically, talking can become an extension of combat.54

Most negotiation literature assumes that the only possible objective and effect of negotiations is to make a deal, but some exceptions prove this rule. Classic but often-overlooked treatments of interstate diplomacy by Fred Iklé and Paul Pillar use the term “side-effects” to describe any consequences of talks that are unrelated to reaching an agreement.55 The two authors’ discussions of side effects are somewhat cursory and unsystematic, but their core insight is highly salient. Side effects offer a fundamental modification to our view of negotiation, as they suggest that talks themselves can actively alter the trajectory of conflict. If diplomacy can be harnessed to change the state of affairs between two disputants, then negotiations that apparently “fail” may actually be successful for at least one party by changing its relative ability to prevail against the opponent in the overall bargain. Negotiations used primarily to extract side effects are what I call insincere. Talks are not defined as being insincere simply because they failed to forge an agreement but because the disputants attempted to use them to pursue ulterior motives. The inclusion of the word ostensible in my definition of negotiation is an important acknowledgment of this insincere mode of diplomacy, where actors may pretend to seek an agreement while actually exploiting talks for other ends.

A commonality across many side effects is that they accomplish extraneous objectives by using negotiations to stall for time, creating space to pursue unrelated ends. The literal process of negotiation—discussing, exchanging, revising, and contemplating proposals—takes time. The atemporal nature of negotiations in bargaining models, as well as the imposed separation of fighting and talking, forestalls the opportunity to think about what time can buy.56

Policymakers and trained negotiators have recognized that disadvantaged actors may use talks to drag their feet in hopes of improving their relative position in the future.57 Numerous examples in and out of international affairs demonstrate how insincere negotiations are exploited to reap benefits for at least one actor. In the fittingly titled book Stalling for Time, the former FBI negotiator Gary Noesner recounts multiple hostage negotiations where “time purchased through delays” was essential to grinding down the hostage taker’s resolve, gathering information, and allowing law enforcement to develop and execute a complex operation that would maximize the number of lives saved.58

Arms reductions negotiations during the 1970s and 1980s also featured insincerity. As détente took hold during the Cold War, several NATO countries sought to reduce their military budgets and scale down their conventional forces. The United States opposed these cuts for fear of having to commit more resources to defend Western Europe. To forestall these proposals, the United States suggested that it and the NATO countries directly negotiate a conventional force reduction agreement with the Warsaw Pact. This resulted in the establishment of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe, or CSCE, in 1972.59 Both the United States and the Soviet Union encouraged these talks with the intention of making them languish. Many years later, negotiations (and the Soviet Union, for that matter) fell apart, and the NATO states largely maintained their military spending throughout that entire period.60

Dilatory negotiation is so common that domestic regulations sometimes expressly prohibit it. Labor law in the United States is dictated by the National Labor Relations Act, which describes permissible conduct in collective bargaining. Its rules indicate that actors must “bargain in good faith,” which disallows failing to meet at reasonable times and intervals, engaging in piecemeal bargaining, refusing to provide relevant information, creating impasses using irrelevant topics, and not signing completed agreements.61 Far fewer tools exist to preclude such obstructive behavior at the international level.

Despite the possibilities and consequences of using talks as a stall tactic, insincere negotiations have not been fully incorporated into our understanding of conflict even as, ironically, the acrimonious and turbulent environment wrought by war arguably presents stronger incentives for parties to consider exploiting diplomacy for side effects. Deftly utilized negotiations, even in interstate conflicts, can be a way to accomplish policy objectives in a more economical manner than violence alone. This is wholly consistent with military doctrine. The use of diplomacy to promote war objectives without as many costs embodies the principle of war known as the economy of force—the employment of force in the most effective manner possible.62

Stalling in wartime negotiations can produce myriad side effects.63 As it is not practical to enumerate every plausible one, I will instead focus on two that are distinctly relevant and consequential in armed conflict.


Deflecting Pressure and Blame

We commonly think of wars as violent interactions between two (sets of) actors, but all wars take place in view of countless third parties. Many of these outside actors wield resources and political capital that could potentially be directed toward a conflict that touches on their own interests or violates principles they deem important.64 Unsurprisingly, parties at war may harbor concerns about how these third-party actors view their behavior.

Negotiations offer an avenue for belligerents to redirect international scorn and pressure away from themselves and to attract support for their own cause. David C. McGaffey, an academic and storied US diplomat, described these incentives in no uncertain terms: “Negotiations are not always intended to reach a conclusion. They are sometimes intended as a deflection in the face of political pressures… . [T]here have been historical cases where Presidents pressed to do something have begun negotiating. I think there have been cases where it has been made clear to the negotiators that they are not to reach a conclusion.”65

In his book Between Peace and War, Richard Ned Lebow proposes a similar idea called the “justification of hostility crisis.” Leaders that are already bent on fighting an adversary can use cynical tactics to legitimize the use of force. By making diplomatic offers that are not patently outrageous but designed to be rejected by an adversary, an actor can attempt to cast the other side as the recalcitrant and aggressive party. These theatrics may allow the actor to justify using military force and help bolster support for its cause.66 Lebow discusses this process in the context of crisis diplomacy that precedes a potential war, but the same story readily applies to diplomacy that occurs during active conflict. Belligerents may be targets of political condemnation for using violence instead of diplomacy, and support for costly wars may falter over time. By convincing both domestic and international audiences that they have tried to reach a settlement but ultimately failed, actors with no real interest in negotiated arrangements can deflect pressures to seek peace. This maneuvering can temporarily resuscitate support for war against a seemingly intransigent enemy, as it seems to bolster the case that all other avenues short of extended hostilities have been exhausted.

The 1948–49 Arab-Israeli War, which chapter 5 explores in detail, offers an example of this behavior. In late October 1948, five months after the conflict began, the Israeli delegation at the United Nations helped to craft Security Council Resolution 62, which called on all states to revert to lines of control that had held two weeks prior and also urged belligerents to arrange a negotiated peace. The resolution was soon adopted on November 16. As much as Resolution 62 seemed against the interests of Israel, which was gaining ground in the conflict, the Israeli delegation intentionally participated in this process in order to look like the magnanimous party offering an olive branch. Israel correctly anticipated that the Arab states would reject the resolution and thus become a new lightning rod for international criticism while Israel continued plowing forward in the Negev Desert without as many objections.67

Both sides sought to redirect political pressures in peace talks four decades later. In 1991, riding the momentum of victory in the Persian Gulf War, President George H. W. Bush announced a diplomatic initiative to “put an end to the Arab-Israeli conflict.”68 Secretary of State James Baker spent several months conducting numerous aggressive rounds of shuttle diplomacy to convince the relevant states to participate. The resulting Madrid Conference in October, cochaired by the United States and the Soviet Union, included representatives from Israel, Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Palestine. This gathering gained widespread attention for being the first-ever direct talks to include all actors that had been embroiled in the conflict. Many lamented the unproductiveness of the talks as they ended in early November, but Israel and the Arab states were satisfied with this result. The two sets of belligerents had attended talks not because they sought or expected peace but because they needed to feign interest in peace to placate the United States.69

Analogous developments have played out in the Syrian civil war, which began in 2011. When UN-mediated peace talks in Geneva collapsed around early February 2016, some Syrian rebel commanders expressed enthusiasm and hoped that additional outside states would realize the Assad regime was unreasonable and thus provide rebels with “something new, God willing” that would permit them to fight more effectively against the state.70

Belligerents repeatedly demonstrate that an insincere mode of negotiation can help navigate political crosswinds while avoiding settlement. When this strategy proves successful, a belligerent’s reversion outcome improves because demands to seek peace are diminished and support for war is revitalized. Both empower an actor to fight more freely compared to a situation in which it did not negotiate.



Reshaping the Battlefield

Although the fortunes of fighting are revealing, they are not inevitable or unidirectional. A party experiencing losses on the battlefield is not necessarily fated to continue losing, or vice versa. An actor who believes that its future costs of fighting will fall and its future battlefield performance will improve may seek to continue fighting and to push through the short-term costs in hopes of turning hostilities in its favor in the longer term.71

For some, the idea that a beleaguered belligerent’s ability to prosecute a war could improve later in the conflict may sound peculiar. Bargaining models of war view fighting as a costly activity that drains belligerents’ finite resources and is dictated by the distribution of power that stood prior to fighting.72 Yet in reality, having a set of resources or capabilities is not equivalent to being able to effectively or immediately use them. Choices regarding the employment of force and the elements of strategy also play important mediating roles in a belligerent’s success on the battlefield.73 Mobilization, which refers not only to the general production of war materiel or the recruitment of troops (though those are certainly important) but also to the ability of a belligerent to adapt its capabilities to fit the specific needs of the present conflict, does not happen overnight. Belligerents may thus believe they can obtain more positive outcomes in the future once they have a chance to translate more of their latent capabilities—whether those are troops, weapons, vehicles, or the like—into mobilized and functional capabilities on an active battlefield.74 Military strategists readily point out that a sufficient number of standing forces may be effective at defense once conflict erupts but that more time is typically necessary to prepare the materiel, logistics, and strategies for offensive countermeasures.75 Literature on the element of surprise is also predicated on the idea that a belligerent can enjoy a temporary strategic and logistical advantage that is not captured by straightforward measures of military might.76

Mobilization and planning, in short, both require time.77 Prussian field marshal August von Gneisenau, a contemporary of Clausewitz and an influential figure in his own right, makes the point succinctly: “Strategy is the art of utilising time and space. I am more economic of the first than of the second. I can always regain space; time lost, never.”78 Different tactics can be used to reclaim or effectively create time. In the realm of military tactics, delaying or retrograde operations are designed to buy time and temporarily hamper an opponent’s forces in order to allow the party performing the operation to reorganize its forces, wait for reinforcements, and sap the enemy’s resources.79 Stalling for time through diplomacy can accomplish a similar goal during war.80 By engaging in insincere negotiations, an embattled party can create an opportunity to rearm and regroup its military forces in hopes of creating a strategic advantage that helps reverse some of its losses once discussions fold.81

The Syrian civil war is relevant again here. After Geneva peace talks failed in early February 2016, the United Nations spearheaded a ceasefire that began later that month. Over the following weeks, the anti-Assad coalition accused the government of bargaining in bad faith and using past diplomatic endeavors to stall for time in order to prepare an assault on Aleppo—the country’s most populous and economically active city.82 By December 2016, the Assad government decisively took control of this highly valuable strategic objective.

Another useful example is the Assam War of 1962 between India and China. On October 20, Chinese forces launched offensives across the McMahon Line—a boundary between India and China that had been determined in 1914 but disputed ever since. Within three days, Chinese troops had overrun a series of Indian outposts and largely achieved their limited aims. Mao Zedong’s regime proposed an agreement to end the affair before it would draw more international attention, which was then focused on the Cuban Missile Crisis. Jawaharlal Nehru’s government in India spent weeks asking for technical clarifications regarding the proposal before accusing China of “cold-blood[ed] … massive aggression” and renewing hostilities with remobilized troops in mid-November.83 Within several days, this burst of activity led the Chinese to offer a more favorable ceasefire that granted India two-thirds of the disputed territory.

For negotiations to potentially facilitate mobilization, they must not only forestall agreement but also temporarily slacken the intensity of hostilities and create breathing room for at least one actor to exploit. As the next section explains, the incentives and reasons for belligerents to reduce hostilities during negotiations are a function of the strategic environment in which negotiations occur.





The Logic of (Not) Negotiating

Up to this point, I have characterized the costs and benefits of negotiating during war. A central danger to negotiating is that an actor may signal weakness and worsen its own reversion outcome, which in turn undermines its bargaining leverage if talks do not produce peace. Conversely, negotiation can afford some valuable benefits, which vary depending on whether an actor adopts a sincere or insincere mode to negotiating. Actors who negotiate sincerely engage in good-faith efforts to reach an agreement, in hopes of avoiding the reversion outcome of continuing a painful war; actors who negotiate insincerely engage in bad-faith attempts to abuse diplomacy by stalling for time, which enables them to improve their reversion outcome by deflecting political pressure and remobilizing their forces to fight more effectively once talks falter. With these concepts now in place, we can address the crucial question: What influences the balance of these costs and benefits of negotiating sincerely, insincerely, or at all during war?

I propose that two central dimensions affect this calculus: the existence of latent external pressures to negotiate and information obtained from the realities of the battlefield. Both have been mentioned in my discussion thus far, but we will now address each explicitly in the context of how they moderate the costs and benefits of conflict diplomacy. Notably, the two key side effects of insincere negotiations that I mentioned—diverting political pressures and remobilizing for further conflict—roughly parallel these two factors.


Latent External Pressures

Belligerents do not exist in a vacuum. Various third parties with some vested interest in peace can encourage warring parties to settle their differences via diplomacy. I use the term latent external pressure to refer to the extent to which third parties can readily activate diplomatic pressure on belligerents. Latent external pressures are reflected by the presence of institutions and power structures that exist beyond the specific circumstances that unfold over the course of a particular conflict. These include the existence of international organizations that promote peace, laws and norms that condemn aggression, peace lobbies or ecosystems that supply mediators, and relationships that belligerents have with powerful states that could influence their behavior. Many of these institutions and structures, such as the creation of the United Nations, the advent of nuclear weapons and their potentially pacifying effect on violence, and the strengthening of conflict-averse norms and institutions, are associated with the post-1945 international order.84 The existence of such structural and institutional conditions define a baseline for the amount and quality of explicit third-party diplomatic pressure—such as mediation efforts or other discrete attempts to initiate dialogue between the belligerents—that can be deployed and placed on the belligerents during a given war.

To be clear, battlefield developments and discrete third-party efforts to advocate diplomacy are almost assuredly related to one another. The United Nations, for instance, may try to wield its influence more forcefully when violence is highly destabilizing and likely to cause negative externalities for specific member states. Literature on conflict mediation also debates the merits of intervening during different stages and circumstances of war.85 But even if specific events during a conflict influence the degree to which external actors may push actors to negotiate, institutions and power relations supply the infrastructure for such endeavors to occur more readily. Latent external pressures for peace also provide a more useful source of empirical leverage, as they are more exogenous to the conflict itself.

Once actuated, third-party diplomatic pressures have been shown to be effective at obliging belligerents to communicate with one another.86 Yet getting belligerents to sit at the same table is separate from convincing them to reach a meaningful compromise. External pressures to negotiate, if sufficiently strong, can create perceived costs to avoiding diplomacy and compel actors to engage in talks even when they have no interest in reaching an agreement. Fred Iklé describes these incentives in his classic work on international negotiation:


Governments are reluctant to refuse negotiation, no matter how unlikely or undesirable an agreement. They fear that such refusal would impair the good will of groups important to them—their own parliament, the public in allied countries, or other governments, for example. These audiences may judge quite superficially in praising those willing to negotiate and censuring those who refuse. Outside groups may have only a vague notion as to what negotiating means and how it relates to the merits of the issue. Governments that negotiate in order to win public approval value the act of negotiating as the Pharisee values prayer. It is not the thoughts behind the prayer that matter, or the purposes pursued, or the deeds before and after—what counts is that the ceremony be performed with the proper gestures.87



International organizations can wield a heavy hand in creating diplomatic pressures. During the war over the Aouzou Strip between Libya and Chad in 1986 and 1987, the Organization of African Unity and multiple heads of African states initiated relentless peace missions to bring the two states together for talks. The negotiations that did occur in March 1987 were superficial and dissolved on their first day.88

Even major powers are not completely immune to these forces. Throughout the Falklands War of 1982, at least three individuals—US secretary of state Alexander Haig, Peruvian president Fernando Belaúnde Terry, and United Nations secretary-general Javier Pérez de Cuéllar—independently attempted to push Argentinian president Leopoldo Galtieri and British prime minister Margaret Thatcher to accept mediation. Both belligerents eventually caved after one month of constant pressure but proceeded to engage in perfunctory and unproductive talks. The war instead ended when British reinforcements arrived in the Falklands and reclaimed the islands from Argentinian forces. Recounting this conflict more than a decade later, Thatcher would write that she felt “under an almost intolerable pressure to negotiate for the sake of negotiation.”89 It is notable that British opinion strongly supported reclaiming the islands by force.90 Thatcher’s decision to entertain diplomacy represented at least a partial capitulation to third parties and the ideals they espoused.

The Syrian civil war affords a more contemporary illustration of the international community’s constant attempts at promoting diplomacy. Between 2012 and 2017, the United Nations organized multiple talks in Geneva, none of which made meaningful progress. Some meetings even failed to get representatives of the Assad government and Syrian rebels in the same room. The majority of these negotiations were backed by United Nations Security Council Resolution 2254 (passed on December 18, 2015), which called for a ceasefire and laid out a plan for formal negotiations that would lead to open elections within eighteen months. As the aforementioned failures of 2016 suggest, this timeline did not come to pass. Starting in early 2017, another diplomatic track opened in Astana, Kazakhstan, under the auspices of Iran, Russia, and Turkey but with the general support of the United Nations. An agreement reached in January 2018 aimed to create a 150-member committee facilitated by the United Nations and populated by representatives from all sides that would draft a constitution. On October 30, 2019, the resulting Syrian Constitutional Committee convened for the first time. Five rounds of talks between October 2019 and February 2021 failed to even settle procedural matters, leading United Nations special envoy and Norwegian diplomat Geir Pederson to suspend talks indefinitely.91

Latent external pressures and their activation during conflict introduce a fundamental complication to the calculus of negotiation. When belligerents are left to their own devices, efforts to negotiate require a unilateral attempt to contact the enemy, which incurs potentially high costs from signaling weakness. Any benefits to be gained from negotiating sincerely (making peace) or insincerely (stalling for time) are counterbalanced by the risks associated with appearing hesitant to keep fighting. These concerns decrease the number of scenarios in which belligerents would consider talking while fighting. In contrast, relenting to third-party diplomatic efforts does not signal weakness in the same way as independently seeking negotiations. External actors’ active presence and participation may help belligerents reframe their decision to engage in diplomacy by converting it from an expression of weakness to a conscientious recognition of the international community’s will.92 By introducing an outside force that presses actors into talking, warring parties perceive fewer downsides to their reversion outcome if diplomacy fails, making them more willing to negotiate in a wider array of conditions where they experience less pain or foresee fewer benefits. In sum, strong external pressures for diplomacy obfuscate the relationship between negotiating and potentially signaling weakness.

This logic facilitates both sincere and insincere negotiations. Belligerents that earnestly seek to cease hostilities can initiate the peace process more quickly and potentially obtain less unfavorable terms in a settlement without suffering as many negative repercussions associated with looking fragile. Quantitative, experimental, and historical works alike have shown that international institutions and third parties offer political cover that allows actors to make broadly unpopular concessions or policy choices while blunting some political fallout.93 That said, externally imposed negotiations can interrupt the revelation of information necessary to resolve the original causes of war, undermining prospects for fruitful negotiations or a lasting peace even if this is the belligerents’ earnest goal.94

At the same time, actors without interest in peace can negotiate for side effects without worrying about perceptions of weakness. The Iklé quotation above suggests that belligerents may decide that the performance of diplomacy, however empty, is worthwhile specifically because it helps relieve and redirect political pressures for peace. By going through the motions of talking, actors can gain a reprieve from external actors insisting on a diplomatic settlement.95 Belligerents who believe that buying time will give them an opportunity to fully mobilize their military may also have greater freedom to pursue this strategy.

In sum, if all else is held equal, higher amounts of latent external pressures for peace increase the likelihood of both sincere and insincere negotiations. Regardless of an actor’s intentions in a specific round of talks, the ability to act on those intentions increases when outside forces help to diminish one of the crucial costs and liabilities of engaging in diplomacy with the enemy.



Information from the Battlefield

The existence of latent external pressures for peace explains the frequency of negotiations. It does not, however, address the question of whether these negotiations would be sincere or insincere. For that, we turn to the battlefield.

If wars are a consequence of incomplete information, then war represents a painful yet truthful way to learn each side’s actual strength, resolve, and intentions—all of which would help reveal the potential bounds of a bargaining range.96 By commonly observing an objective reflection of each side’s performance on the battlefield, belligerents obtain new information that may lead them to reduce their uncertainty, update their beliefs, and revise their bargaining positions. In some canonical models, fighting is depicted as a struggle to possess a series of forts. The term fort here is used broadly to represent strategically valuable military resources that can be exchanged and can shape actors’ ability to fight.97 Forts include not only literal military fortifications but also hills critical for communication, ports used for resupply, ships in the sea, units of beneficial territory, capital cities where governments sit, and more. Each belligerent is assumed to possess a certain share of forts prior to war, and wartime battles are discrete clashes that result in the potential exchange of a single fort. Observing how forts are given and taken, and also what costs are suffered along the way, will eventually promote convergence on shared expectations about the future course of hostilities. This allows belligerents to develop a firmer understanding of both the opponents’ and their own reversion outcomes, as well as how each may evolve if war continues. When both sides are able to identify potential arrangements that are preferable to their reversion outcomes and are at least worth their value to war, they have found a viable bargaining range from which they may develop a mutually acceptable agreement. Active hostilities are therefore crucial to dictating how, in the historian Geoffrey Blainey’s words, “rival expectations, initially so far apart, are so close to one another that terms of peace can be agreed upon.”98

Scholars have noted that outcomes from the battlefield are most effective in shaping common beliefs and ending wars when one side dominates the other over a continuous sequence of battles.99 While this conclusion is reached using a wide array of methods and evidence, the fort analogy proves particularly useful here. If Actors A and B each win two forts in the first four battles, uncertainty regarding each side’s prospects in war remains high. A wider set of actors can sustain a wider set of beliefs about their chances of success should they continue to fight. In contrast, if Actor A seizes four of Actor B’s forts in the first four battles, both sides should believe that Actor A is far more likely to succeed in future fighting than Actor B, regardless of what claims each side may have verbally made before or during the opening stages of war. As Actor A’s odds of success become more commonly understood, any bargaining range and negotiated settlement that settles the war will heavily favor Actor A.

We can extrapolate this idea to diplomacy that precedes conflict termination. Witnessing a distinct battlefield trend has three intertwining effects on negotiation strategy. First, concerns about looking weak from negotiating will fade. The disadvantaged party is no longer worried about the risk of adverse inference via diplomacy because its weakness has already been made apparent. Simultaneously, the advantaged party will feel more confident that its victories sweep away perceptions of weakness.

Second, the appeal of negotiating sincerely will rise. A persistently poor battlefield performance will push an actor to realize that its reversion outcome is not only poor but likely to worsen if war continues. The prospects of weakening bargaining leverage will lead the actor to make larger diplomatic concessions in hopes of minimizing its prospective losses. It is through these evolving offers that belligerents may find a settlement that both sides find preferable to the continuation of war.100 This is consistent with the empirical finding that wars have more durable peace settlements when they end on the back of a distinct battlefield trend.101

Third, the value of negotiating insincerely will fall. Although belligerents may sometimes be correct in assessing that their fortunes can improve through insincere negotiations, this belief can also be a manifestation of incomplete information. It is easier to believe that political and military mobilization will turn a war in one’s favor when this belief has not been disproven through fighting.102 Once the battlefield reveals a consistent stream of information that also creates real costs, the potential side effects to be extracted from stalling for time will dwindle and be unable to compensate for the increasingly dire reversion outcome that would arise if talks do not end the war. Truly weak belligerents will have little left to remobilize, and both domestic and international tolerance for further violence may disintegrate when an irreversible trajectory seems self-evident.

In sum, if all else is held equal, higher amounts of information from fighting increase the likelihood that negotiations are sincere, and lower amounts of information from fighting increase the likelihood that negotiations are insincere.

It bears emphasizing that my argument is consistent with existing schools of thought regarding the role of information in war. My innovation is to highlight the possibility of insincere negotiations and how their propensity is also related to what is learned from the battlefield.



Combining Pressure and Information

By combining the two broad predictions I have presented in this section, we can produce a coherent set of expectations about the frequency and mode of negotiations that take place during war. Figure 1.1 presents two stylized diagrams that illustrate how latent external pressures and battlefield information affect wartime negotiation strategies. As I have previously stated, the choice of negotiation mode is not binary in practice and is simplified here for the sake of outlining broad expectations. Belligerents that genuinely seek peace may still consider which side effects they can accrue if talks fail, and belligerents that primarily want to extract side effects may be willing to stop fighting if they receive a sufficiently appealing offer. We can nonetheless presume that actors predictably prioritize one of these modes of negotiation over the other, depending on the circumstances.

First, the left-hand diagram of figure 1.1 depicts an environment where few mechanisms exist to pressure actors into negotiating. Belligerents would pursue diplomacy only when they sense that the risks of adverse influence are less onerous than the risks from continued conflict. This condition is least likely to be met when hostilities have produced very little information; actors have insufficient incentive to revise their beliefs and avoid further bloodshed. Some parties may believe that they can extract sufficiently large side effects from insincere negotiations to attempt talks, but the costs associated with this choice are too high for most actors to be considered worthwhile. As the battlefield supplies more compelling information about the future trajectory of conflict, the disadvantaged actor would seek to stop fighting and to stem additional costs, and the advantaged actor would want to discuss and codify a settlement from an obvious position of strength. These incentives would push both parties to seek sincere negotiations. This is reflected in the right-hand side of the figure. Since at least one belligerent wants to cease hostilities and may even be incapable of fighting further, negotiations should be associated with a substantial decrease in contemporaneous battlefield activity.103 The final stages of the 1904–5 Russo-Japanese War, described in the introduction, embody this situation. Peace talks at Portsmouth during August 1905 were associated with a de facto ceasefire.104 Overall, an environment featuring lower latent external pressures for peace will lead to relatively few negotiations, but talks that do occur are also more likely to be genuine attempts to reach agreement because they are a response to the realities of fighting.
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Figure 1.1. Predicted negotiation behavior, conditional on environment.

Next, the right-hand side of figure 1.1 illustrates an environment where a great deal of latent external pressure can be activated and directed toward the belligerents. The costs of negotiation are considerably diminished, and fewer benefits are necessary to contemplate negotiating during war. Belligerents have greater liberty—or, in more extreme cases, the obligation—to talk to one another, independent of their underlying interest in peace. Negotiations will thus occur far more frequently across all states of the battlefield. This higher propensity of negotiations reveals a double-edged sword. Some wars may see sincere negotiations that resolve war more quickly than would be the case in the absence of outside parties encouraging settlement. Yet at the same time, these same pressures can unleash insincere negotiations aimed at reshaping belligerents’ reversion outcomes and supporting their war efforts.

Whether talks are used sincerely or insincerely is dictated by information from the battlefield, which influences each side’s assessment of its reversion outcome and how it can be shaped. In low-information environments where little to nothing has been gleaned through hostilities, diplomacy will commonly be exploited for side effects. The paucity of information about the belligerents’ true characteristics—which is further exacerbated by the inorganic motivation for negotiating—allows for many of the informational asymmetries that contributed to the start of war to persist. This point is critical. Belligerents that have not yet learned enough common information about their relative capabilities, resolve, or intentions can sustain misinformed beliefs regarding the value of negotiating, incentivizing one or both sides to enter talks under the impression that stalling for time and producing side effects through diplomacy can recast the reversion outcome in their favor. For all these reasons, talks may be associated with lower levels of battlefield activity, but the motivations to slacken the pace of fighting are cynical and not self-enforcing. Belligerents may temporarily dampen hostilities because this affords them an opportunity to promote their war aims through other means. The appeal of negotiating insincerely should be especially pointed for belligerents that have wider gaps between their latent material capabilities and the actual military force they could rearm, regroup, and remobilize if given some time to do so, but the ability to divert political blame by looking interested in peace and highlighting the opponent’s intransigence offers another reason to talk without any desire to strike a lasting agreement.

Importantly, this argument indicates that deception and duplicity are not prerequisite conditions for talks to be used insincerely.105 If scant information has been culled from fighting, both sides can be fully aware that negotiations could be exploited, but they may simply disagree on the extent to which any side effects will provide one actor an advantage over the other. According to Thucydides’s account of the First Peloponnesian War, Sparta chose to enter a one-year truce and diplomatic interactions with Athens because it believed that a temporary peace would deflate Athens’s willingness to fight again. For its part, Athens agreed to a truce in order to quietly reinforce its defenses.106 Similarly, during the lull in hostilities over the first round of Korean War armistice talks, both the United Nations Command and Communist forces harbored the belief that the war would turn in their favor. Each side prepared for further fighting and made statements designed to curry favor with international audiences.107

The negotiation calculus becomes more difficult when the battlefield produces moderately clear information in an environment with high latent pressures for peace. This situation is reflected by the center of the right diagram in figure 1.1, where the composition of sincere and insincere talks is more comparable. The belligerent with a relative advantage on the battlefield faces a precarious decision regarding whether to bend to any third-party diplomatic pressures and enter negotiations. On the one hand, the advantaged party could refuse to talk, suffering external costs of avoiding diplomacy and any additional costs from future fighting. On the other hand, the advantaged party could choose to talk, which poses a gamble between two outcomes. In the first, the enemy negotiates sincerely, peace is struck, and no additional costs of war are suffered. In the second, the enemy engages in insincere negotiations and alters the reversion outcome before resuming hostilities. Compared to the scenario where no talks occur, the side effects generated in this case may decrease the advantaged party’s likelihood of overall victory, increase the costs it will suffer in future fighting, or both. If the probability of a negotiated settlement, the costs of future fighting, or the costs of eschewing diplomacy are sufficiently high, they will outweigh the possible consequences that side effects may have for the future trajectory of conflict.

This calculus helps to explain why belligerents with even a modest upper hand on the battlefield may choose to engage in negotiations even when they are aware that their opponent may use diplomacy for side effects. First, intermediate levels of information may lead some advantaged actors to believe that the probability of the enemy genuinely seeking peace is sufficiently high to try reaching a settlement. Second, the potential side effects that the enemy could accrue from insincere diplomacy could be deemed low and therefore not a serious threat to ultimate success. Third, as my theory implies, sufficiently stiff latent external pressures may make the costs of rejecting negotiations outright too high, compelling advantaged belligerents to come to the table even if they do not intend to act sincerely. Indeed, side effects are a tool not only of the weak; advantaged parties could also try using talks to augment the war effort in their favor, independent of the opponent’s true intentions. Fourth, an advantaged party may have largely accomplished its policy objectives and would gamble on the possibility that the opponent wants to negotiate sincerely and end the war.

As battlefield information becomes increasingly lopsided (reflected by moving rightward on the right-hand diagram in figure 1.1), decisions to negotiate become more straightforward. Any potential side effects that could be accrued from insincere talks are not sufficient to counteract the reality of the battlefield—both because the fortunes of fighting are too strongly imbalanced to easily reverse and because the gap between latent and actual military capabilities, which stalling for time can help close, naturally diminishes as hostilities proceed over time. As such, disadvantaged belligerents that may have otherwise considered adopting an insincere approach are screened out, leaving behind actors who desire sincere negotiations to resolve the conflict. The advantaged party thus gains more confidence that any enemy who is willing to talk must possess a genuine desire to reach peace and cease the creation of any additional costs of conflict.

In sum, an environment featuring high latent external pressures for peace will lead to relatively frequent negotiations, but many more of these talks will be insincere, motivated by the goal of diverting the war’s current trajectory rather than ending it entirely. Talks will be more likely to be sincere, however, when the battlefield offers conspicuous information regarding one side’s advantage.




Implications

The discussion above produces a number of testable implications. The first three, which address the frequency of negotiations and their propensity to resolve conflicts, are reflected by figure 1.1.


	Hypothesis 1: In an environment with low latent external pressures, negotiations will be less frequent but also more predictive of overall conflict termination.

	Hypothesis 2: In an environment with high latent external pressures, negotiations will be more frequent but also less predictive of overall conflict termination.

	Hypothesis 3: Negotiations that do take place are more likely to terminate conflict when battlefield information exhibits clear information in one side’s favor.



The next two hypotheses speak to the ramifications that negotiations have for the battlefield itself. Based on my theory, negotiations should be linked together with decreased intensity of fighting on the battlefield. Belligerents seeking to negotiate sincerely would tone down their violence out of necessity or a desire to indicate interest in peace. Meanwhile, actors with insincere motivations would also dampen hostilities, though perhaps to a slightly lesser extent, because doing so would allow them to better accrue at least two important side effects: deflecting political pressures for peace and buying time to remobilize their military forces.


	Hypothesis 4: Periods of negotiation are associated with lower levels of active hostilities on the battlefield.



If the only impact of negotiations failing to end war were that fighting would resume along the same trajectory as before negotiations began, then existing models of conflict that treat diplomacy as a costless, perpetual, and instantaneous activity might be making reasonable simplifying assumptions. I argue that this is not the case. The act of negotiating itself can potentially improve a belligerent’s reversion outcome, which would boost its leverage in the next stage of bargaining. If my theory is valid, then negotiations that do not end wars are more likely to be insincere, and insincere negotiations should reshape the battlefield so that it differs from the state of fighting prior to talks.


	Hypothesis 5: Negotiations that do not lead to settlement are likely to be followed by battlefield trends that are distinct from those that existed prior to the start of talks.




Caveats

Several matters are worth clarification at this point. Critically, I do not claim that every attempt to negotiate insincerely is successful in reaping the desired side effects. In the 1974 Turco-Cypriot War, explored in chapter 3, the Greeks dragged their feet during ceasefire negotiations pushed by the United Nations, United States, and United Kingdom in late July and early August. Greece hoped to use this diplomatic interlude to amass international sympathy, frame the Turkish initiators as military occupiers, and prepare for further hostilities. Their diplomatic stall tactics failed to stop Turkey’s advance two weeks later.108 Insincere negotiations are a strategic gamble to disrupt the current trend and turn it in one’s favor, and gambles can be in vain. Even so, my argument does suggest that these attempts should work often enough to produce some measurable overall effect. Evidence in favor of this prediction poses a major challenge to the common scholarly assumption that negotiations bear no consequences of their own besides arranging agreements. Negotiations are not a mere reflection of the battlefield but a tool that can be used to help reshape it.

My theory and implications assume rational actors that objectively process information and make decisions based on specific cost-benefit calculations. But a body of work underscores the psychological biases and flawed rationality that permeate real-world decision-making.109 Actors that fight and negotiate in wars are humans, and humans unconsciously tend to rely on mental shortcuts and heuristics that are based more on intuition than on the reasoning process involved in theories of rational choice.110 Humans also possess different dispositional traits that affect their underlying preferences for using force, as well as how these individuals behave in policy deliberations with others.111 Moreover, actors’ decisions are also influenced by their emotions.112 Decisions made in the shadow of strong emotions are more likely to result in biased views about an actor’s own likelihood of victory, which further exacerbates the actor’s penchant for dismissing information that calls their prior beliefs into doubt. The desire to restore one’s honor or to seek revenge can lead to similar tendencies to discuss inauspicious information and to fight for retribution, which may lead to greater unwillingness to negotiate with an enemy.113 Such emotional motivations may be partially responsible for explaining the protracted nature of World War I.114

Psychological factors are undoubtedly relevant to understanding war and some of its worst excesses, and my theory does not suggest otherwise. Rational and psychological considerations can coexist in explaining conflict. If I find systematic evidence that negotiation patterns can be largely captured by analyzing patterns of fighting and external diplomatic pressures as reflected in figure 1.1, then a fundamentally rational logic does motivate at least a considerable degree of negotiation activity, and additional behavioral considerations can exist on top of this foundation. Such a result would push back against an attempt to study wars using a purely behavioral perspective and support a more open approach. Subsequent studies could then characterize the specific conditions in which psychological and emotional dimensions pull wartime behavior away from what is predicted by rationalist theories such as the one I advance.



Comparisons with Ripeness Theory

One of the most prominent research agendas regarding negotiations during war stems from I. William Zartman’s work on ripeness theory. Ripeness theory represents the leading framework on conflict-based diplomacy and is more commonly discussed in studies of civil war mediation.115 The introduction provided a brief summary of ripeness theory, but its outsized importance in both scholarly and policymaking circles compels us to return to Zartman’s argument and understand its relationship with mine.

Ripeness theory suggests two necessary but not sufficient conditions for belligerents to seek a negotiated settlement. First, the parties must feel as if they are stuck in a costly deadlock that cannot be pushed to a complete victory. This is called a mutually hurting stalemate, and it presses actors to reassess the viability of fighting through severe losses for little anticipated gain. Second, the belligerents must perceive a “way out” of their deadlock, referring to the general perception that a negotiated mutually acceptable settlement may exist. It is when both conditions hold that warring parties may be more “ripe” for negotiations. The opening of armistice talks during the Korean War (discussed in chapter 6) is often presented as a textbook example of this dynamic. It was only after lines of control stabilized after several offensives and counteroffensives at the thirty-eighth parallel that both sides realized complete victory was impossible, stepped away from their original demands, and agreed to negotiate in July 1951.116

The notion of a hurting stalemate may reflect a relatively low-information environment where belligerents are caught in a stagnant environment and neither side is able to produce a distinct battlefield trend in its favor. The second requirement of ripeness theory, “a way out,” is highly subjective—a point Zartman readily makes. The fact that perceptions of a way out are so malleable is meant to be a feature, rather than a shortcoming, of the theory. The intentional flexibility of this concept is designed to elevate the importance of third parties and their role in shaping the perceptions of the belligerents and pushing them to sit at the negotiating table.117 As such, while my theory does not directly capture a way out, the notion of a way out as constructed in ripeness theory presumes an environment that could constantly press belligerents to reconsider their views and return to the negotiating table. Ripeness theory therefore implies that negotiations are most likely to occur when battlefield information is low and latent external pressures are high. This is represented by the left side of the left-hand diagram in figure 1.1.

Ripeness theory has been disputed on theoretical grounds,118 and quantitative empirical support for its predictions has been mixed at best.119 Beyond those direct responses to Zartman’s argument, my theory offers at least three related advancements over ripeness theory’s understanding of wartime diplomacy. First, I outline additional sets of conditions in which belligerents may be more willing to negotiate: when latent external pressures are low but battlefield information is high, and when both latent external pressure and battlefield information are high. Ripeness theory best addresses when third parties should attempt to promote diplomacy in more protracted and stagnant conflicts, but in doing so, it places less emphasis on the fact that belligerents would also organically seek negotiations when fighting consistently and heavily tilts in favor of one actor.

Second, I systematically flesh out the idea of insincere negotiations. The precondition of a way out tacitly suggests that negotiations begin when both sides believe that a viable settlement is at hand. My framework expressly argues that negotiations can occur even when belligerents do not see eye to eye about a potential bargain. Zartman transiently acknowledges this point, remarking that “it is difficult at the outset to determine whether negotiations are indeed serious or sincere” and that some negotiations “may be a tactical interlude, a breather for rest and rearmament, a sop to external pressure, without any intent of opening a sincere search for a joint outcome.”120 These are acute concerns that subvert the professed goal of helping belligerents negotiate peace.

Third, and as a natural consequence of the previous point, ripeness theory does not address the question of which negotiations are more or less likely to be sincere. Zartman appears to recognize this issue.121 His subsequent refinement of ripeness theory establishes an additional condition that is necessary but not sufficient for negotiations to occur and also to succeed: a “mutually enticing opportunity” that not only pushes belligerents to talk but also pulls them toward an actual settlement.122 The purposely vague and subjective character of this concept further emphasizes the role that third parties have in crafting ideas and thrusting them on the actors directly at war, making ripeness theory relevant in situations where belligerents experience lower costs of negotiation and therefore have a lower likelihood of diplomacy leading to settlement. The fact that ripeness theory presupposes third-party intervention precludes the question of whether external pressure for diplomacy could enable insincere behavior.123 My theory addresses when such disingenuous forms of diplomacy are more likely to pass and how they may affect the conflict itself.




Assessing a Theory of Wartime Negotiations

My theoretical framework, which calls attention to the existence of insincere negotiations and enables us to understand when and why they occur, substantially revises what we know of what diplomacy can accomplish during war. Interestingly, extant studies of wartime negotiation acknowledge the possibility that diplomacy can be exploited, but the idea is more broached as a passing thought than highlighted as a central puzzle. As previously mentioned, Zartman only briefly raises the possibility that negotiations can be exploited, but he then says no more on the matter. Mastro’s explication of CCT also mentions that “wartime diplomacy can have negative externalities.”124 Her discussion touches on the concept of side effects, but the core theory does not explain when and why belligerents may have greater incentives to engage in a cynical mode of negotiation. My theory advances a systematic manner to understand when negotiations are more likely to occur, when these negotiations are more likely to be sincere, and what impacts—pacifying or otherwise—these negotiations have on the future trajectory of a conflict.

In the chapters to come, I evaluate my theory using a series of statistical and qualitative analyses, each of which features its own strengths and weaknesses. While no single piece of evidence can validate every aspect of my theory, the separate studies I present work together to support it as a whole.

A principal empirical contribution of this book is to analyze patterns of fighting and negotiating across two centuries of interstate wars. Doing so not only tests whether my theory can broadly explain a wide range of conflicts across space and time, but also provides novel and valuable sets of tools for future research on conflict. With that in mind, we now turn to reviewing the data constructed for this purpose.
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Quantifying Two Centuries of War

The previous chapter laid out a theory to understand the role of negotiation during war. The implications that follow from it portray wartime diplomacy as a highly strategic activity that is shaped by additional factors beyond the status of the battlefield.

Many of my hypotheses speak to activities—such as the initiation of negotiations, the level of hostilities on the battlefield, and changes in fighting following failed talks—that occur and fluctuate within individual conflicts. Very few extant resources, however, allow for the systematic analysis of these dynamics across a multitude of wars. Indeed, one noteworthy reason why studies of conflict have undervalued diplomacy is that the shortage of data regarding battlefield and diplomatic activity has led to overly simplified assumptions about them.

A more faithful test of my theory requires information on the ebbs and flows of activity within conflicts. To that end, this chapter describes data I have gathered to analyze the relationship between fighting and negotiating across more than ninety interstate wars that span 1823 (the Franco-Spanish War) to 2003 (the invasion of Iraq).1 I consequently produce two novel sets of data that capture bouts of negotiation and battles across these conflicts at the daily level. These resources, particularly when combined, afford an unprecedented and systematic view of intrawar dynamics across a wide array of individual conflicts. Beyond helping to assess my theory of wartime negotiation, they represent a significant step forward in the broader study of war.

I will first describe the definitions and processes used to develop data on wartime negotiations before discussing the matter of battles. In both sections, I provide numerous illustrations of how the criteria are applied to create individual data points that are manipulated to create my final datasets. I also display and discuss general trends in the data. These descriptive statistics not only are inherently interesting but also provide suggestive evidence in favor of my theoretical argument. The next two chapters use these data to assess my theory more rigorously.


Negotiation Data

While some efforts have been made to capture diplomatic behavior during civil wars from the last several decades, no such resource exists to track negotiation activity over two hundred years of interstate war.2 I therefore collect this information using over 350 unique sources. These resources include but are not limited to diplomatic documents, reputable periodicals reporting contemporaneously on the conflict, books on individual wars, and peer-reviewed historical texts.3

These data are a significant step forward, but we must also be cognizant of at least two potential shortcomings. First, there is no guarantee that these sources capture all relevant negotiations. While some may believe that older wars are harder to track, the opposite is more true. Historians have invested enormous effort to find, document, and write about diplomatic activity uncovered through archival materials. Modern-day conflicts, on the other hand, may feature some diplomatic interactions that took place behind closed doors and still remain classified. The last secret negotiation in my dataset involves the “XYZ meetings,” which were extraordinarily sensitive discussions that took place in 1965 between former US ambassador Edmund Gullion and North Vietnamese representative Mai Van Bo.4 It is entirely possible that my data collection effort misses other secret negotiations that have transpired during more contemporary wars. The only practical solution for this issue is to stay apprised of additional revelations and document declassifications. That said, as I will show, the data I collect include more negotiations in modern-day conflicts. This does not completely allay concerns about coverage bias, but it does suggest that my data are not systematically biased against contemporary negotiations.

Second, information on more modern-day negotiations relies more on periodicals. Approximately 6 percent of sources used to document negotiations in pre-1945 conflicts are periodicals; the number rises to 35 percent for wars since 1945. Two mitigating factors help alleviate concerns of bias. For one, the 6 percent figure is not entirely fair; a vast share of historical texts also use contemporaneous media as sources. One advantage to these scholarly historical works, however, is that they are more likely to properly vet and contextualize news reports that are more irregular, myopic, or incorrect. Moreover, I use scholarly sources to supplement daily-level news. No war in my data solely relies on concurrent news reporting.


Defining and Coding Negotiations

I define negotiation as direct or mediated communication between active belligerents with the ostensible aim of reaching a mutually acceptable agreement. As mentioned in chapter 1, this definition is largely based on that of Fred Iklé and his well-known book How Nations Negotiate.5

I further unpack and operationalize this general definition on three dimensions. First, communications must involve an exchange and/or assessment of offers that are related to the settlement of hostilities. I make no distinction regarding whether these communications produce tangible agreement or whether the parties are working in good faith. The inclusion of the word ostensible in the definition reflects this decision. Indeed, a key element of my argument is that one benefit to negotiations is exploiting them for insincere ends unrelated—if not antithetical—to ending conflict. According to this criterion, shuttle diplomacy by a third party, such as Secretary of State Alexander Haig’s travels between the United Kingdom and Argentina during the Falklands War of 1982, is a form of negotiation. Discussions hosted by a third party that involve the belligerent states, such as the Organization of African Unity’s emergency summit regarding the war over Angola in 1975, are also negotiations. On the other hand, mediation attempts that fail to get the consent or participation of the belligerents do not qualify.

Second, communication must take place between officially appointed representatives of at least one belligerent nation from each side who, as outlined by the previous point, make and/or assess bargaining offers. Such activity can be either publicly known or performed in secret. Formal exchanges that take place at a summit or conference, whether direct or mediated, clearly satisfy this requirement. The unsuccessful London Conference of 1864, which was organized to address the Second Schleswig-Holstein War between Prussia and Austria on one side and Denmark on the other, is one example. Moreover, informal negotiations may also qualify, conditional on explicit offers being exchanged by appropriate representatives. For example, during the Russo-Finnish War of 1939–40, the first round of communication took place via notes secretly exchanged between Alexandra Kollontai (the Soviet Union’s ambassador to Sweden) and Hella Wuolijoki (a feminist leftist playwright and outspoken Finnish Communist) at the Grand Hotel in Stockholm. A passing conversation that takes place in the hallways or corners of the United Nations, on the other hand, does not reach the necessary threshold.

Third, and related to the question of timing, short recesses between talks are still considered days with communication as long as parties expressly agreed to reconvene at a specific later date. The Korean War presents a useful illustration. Between July 27 and October 8, 1952, the United Nations Command and Communist delegations transitioned from meeting on a daily basis to convening on a weekly basis and ended each meeting by agreeing to continue their discussion over how to repatriate prisoners of war the following week. It would be misguided to consider each weekly meeting to be a new round of discussion. I consider this entire span of time to be an uninterrupted phase of communication.

Using these criteria, I create a binary negotiation variable that takes the value 1 on war-days that have negotiations and 0 on days that do not. Each sequence of uninterrupted 1s in a war can be considered a negotiation period. In sum, the ninety-two interstate conflicts feature 189 negotiation periods that occur over 6,332 war-days. This represents 17 percent of the total 36,834 war-days in the overall dataset.



Third-Party Initiatives

One of the challenges to assessing my theory using quantitative data is that we cannot adduce belligerents’ true intentions when they choose to negotiate. We may safely say that any talks that lead to the termination of conflict are likely sincere in nature. Approximately one-quarter of negotiations fall into this category. But this is a determination we can make only in retrospect. In what other manner can we plausibly ascertain whether talks are more likely to be sincere or insincere before we are able to observe their ultimate outcome?

My theory suggests that negotiations that are borne of significant third-party pressure are more likely to be insincere, as they take place in conditions that lessen the costs of negotiating and increase actors’ liberties to talk with no intention of settling. These acts of diplomacy should therefore have different consequences for war compared to those that are initiated by the belligerents themselves at high costs. If a period of negotiation occurs in large part due to a third party’s initiative, we can expect these talks to have a lower likelihood of producing a diplomatic settlement.

For each of the 189 negotiation periods in my data, I ascertain whether talks were the result of third-party pressures or initiatives. I call talks sought by the belligerents themselves internal negotiations, while I call talks primarily borne of outside diplomatic pressure external negotiations. The unrelenting mediation efforts during the Falklands War, discussed in the introduction, are a clear example of external negotiations. That said, it is important to note that external negotiations are not synonymous with mediation.6 President Theodore Roosevelt’s mediation efforts in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–5—touched on in the introduction—serves as an instructive case. The peace conference held in Portsmouth between August and September 1905, which successfully ended the conflict, led to widespread praise of Roosevelt and culminated in his receiving the Nobel Peace Prize in 1906. But these talks transpired only because Japanese officials quietly asked Roosevelt to offer his services back in April 1905.7 Roosevelt never proactively attempted to press either side to negotiate. In fact, he never went to Portsmouth to attend talks.8 This conference is therefore an internal negotiation.

Although my data include this measure of whether negotiations were the product of third-party pressure, they do not contain information regarding which specific belligerent made the first actual request to initiate negotiations. Historical sources make it very difficult to ascertain the responsible actor in a consistent manner. Nevertheless, my theory is not dependent on identifying which specific belligerent initiated negotiations. I instead focus on whether talks took place at all and, in some cases, whether they were external or internal in nature.



Examples

Figure 2.1 summarizes negotiations in several conflicts that span the temporal scope of my negotiation data. Briefly describing the key diplomatic events of each war will help elucidate the overarching coding process.

The Austro-Sardinian War began on March 24, 1848, when Charles Albert, King of Sardinia, declared war against Austria. After some initial victories, Sardinia suffered a nearly constant string of defeats. The first and only negotiation period to take place spanned from March 26 to March 30, 1849, when Victor Emmanuel—who took power in Sardinia on March 23 after his father went into exile—requested and struck an armistice with Austria. This internal negotiation ended hostilities.

The Third Central American War started on May 27, 1906, between Guatemala on one side and El Salvador and Honduras on the other. The United States almost immediately urged all belligerent states to consider peace. Mexico later joined the United States in this diplomatic press. After receiving constant offers to mediate, the three warring parties accepted the joint United States–Mexico overture. Talks began on July 19 and brought the conflict to an end the next day. The negotiation period is coded as being external. Note that this classification is made based on the fact that the talks were prompted by third parties, regardless of the fact that the meeting did lead to conflict termination.
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Figure 2.1. Negotiations in four wars.

The Korean War is the subject of deeper scrutiny in chapter 6. Hostilities began on June 25, 1950, and continued violently for a year. Negotiations to establish an armistice in the Korean War began on July 10, 1951, between the United Nations Command (UNC) and the Communist delegation of North Korea and China. Talks were halted by the Communists on August 23, 1951, over accusations that the UNC permitted bombings in the neutral zone around the negotiation site. The second negotiation period started on October 25 of the same year and lasted until October 8, 1952—the day that the UNC suspended talks indefinitely due to seemingly irreconcilable differences about how to deal with prisoners of war (POWs). Between July 27 and October 8, the delegations transitioned from near-daily meetings to weekly meetings. Harking back to my third criterion, I count this whole span of time as part of the same negotiation period, as each meeting concluded with an agreement to speak again the following week. The third and final negotiation period began on April 26, 1953, and ended the conflict on July 27 after both sides overcame their impasse regarding POWs. Notably, I do not count a brief period of discussion in February 1953 when the delegations worked out a deal to exchange some sick and wounded POWs. Even though the talks did involve POWs, they did not involve an exchange or assessment of offers related to the original POW issue that precluded a negotiated settlement. While a variety of states encouraged both sides to settle their differences through diplomacy, the negotiations were not directly spearheaded, orchestrated, or led by an external party. All three periods of negotiation are therefore coded as being internal.

Last, the Ugandan-Tanzanian War presents a case where (external) negotiations took place but hostilities ended through a military victory. Fighting broke out on October 28, 1978, as Ugandan forces attempted to annex several hundred square miles of Tanzanian territory. The first negotiation period began on November 5 when a delegation led by Philip Obang (Sudanese ambassador to the Organization of African Unity, or OAU) and Peter Onu (assistant secretary general to the OAU) arrived in Kampala to speak with Ugandan president Idi Amin, who agreed to a withdrawal plan. The effort fell flat on November 11, when the Tanzanian government rejected the OAU’s proposal.9 A second negotiation period started on February 21, 1979, when the OAU convened an ad hoc Mediation Committee prior to its Council of Ministers conference. Representatives from Uganda and Tanzania both participated in this meeting but reached no agreement.10 The OAU declared this effort a failure on March 2, 1979. Both negotiation periods are clear cases of external diplomacy where outside actors took the initiative to force open channels between the two warring states. By April 11, Tanzanian forces took the city of Kampala and deposed Idi Amin, ending the war.



Trends and Patterns in Negotiations

Below, in table 2.1, I report top-line numbers on the frequency of negotiations across all war-days in my data. As mentioned in chapter 1, 17 percent of war-days feature negotiations. Approximately two-thirds of the time spent talking involves internal negotiations orchestrated by the warring parties, while the remaining one-third is a product of external negotiations pressed on belligerents by third parties.

Table 2.2 disaggregates the 189 negotiation periods by whether they are internal or external. To reiterate, whether talks are driven by outside pressures does not perfectly predict the settlement of hostilities. Even so, the table also shows a distinct pattern where negotiations sought directly by belligerents are more than twice as likely to terminate conflicts as those that are externally imposed on the belligerents. Diplomacy that takes place at the behest of the belligerents themselves thus tends to indicate a more sincere interest and ability to reach a negotiated settlement.

Recall that figure 0.1 in the introduction uses my new data to display the occurrence of all forms of negotiation across the universe of wars included in my study. Figure 2.2 uses kernel regression smoothers to further disaggregate and explore negotiations over the course of war. First, the black line reflects the average propensity for negotiations across time. We see that approximately 10 percent of wars feature negotiations almost immediately after hostilities begin. The rate of negotiations gradually increases over the course of war, reaching a local maximum around the time the conflict reaches what will become its halfway point. The sudden upswing in negotiations at the right-hand side of the figure indicates that a healthy share of wars come to an end based on negotiations that immediately preceded the cessation of hostilities.


Table 2.1 Frequency of negotiations across war-days


	Negotiations
	No. war-days



	None
	30,502 (0.828)



	All
	6,332 (0.172)



	Internal
	4,139 (0.112)



	External
	2,193 (0.060)





Note: Proportions in parentheses.


Table 2.2 Results of wartime negotiations


	Negotiations
	Median (days)
	War ends
	War continues



	All
	9.0
	49 (0.259)
	140 (0.741)



	Internal
	8.0
	38 (0.336)
	75 (0.664)



	External
	9.5
	11 (0.145)
	65 (0.855)





Note: Row-wise proportions in parentheses.
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Figure 2.2. Average trajectory of negotiations.

The gray and dashed lines on Figure 2.2 reveal a striking breakdown in terms of which forms of negotiation contribute to the overall trend captured by the black line. Through the first half of the figure, negotiations that take place are mostly under duress and spearheaded by third parties. At some point in the middle of an average conflict, external talks are supplanted by internal ones. It is highly telling that the vast majority of negotiations associated with the settlement of hostilities are internal. This pattern is consistent with my theory’s expectation that when talks are initiated by the belligerents themselves, at least one side believes that reaching an agreement is preferable to the costs of continued conflict or the potential benefits of any side effects from insincerely motivated discussions.

It is worth emphasizing that my core argument speaks to the existence of latent third-party pressures. The distinction I have made between internal and external negotiations is one way of measuring the manifestation of these pressures. We should expect more external negotiations to take place in environments that feature higher levels of latent third-party pressure. I will return to and substantiate this point in chapter 3.




Battle Data

My theory joins many others in claiming that information gathered from hostilities plays a crucial role in allowing belligerents to revise their beliefs regarding how the war will play out, which in turn clarifies the potential acceptable bargaining range for a negotiated settlement. An open question is how to reliably and systematically measure this information across a multitude of wars. The measure should not only be intuitively understandable but also rely on a unit of analysis that has substantive meaning in the context of war.

Battles are a critical lens through which leaders plan and interpret the trajectory of military activity.11 As Carl von Clausewitz states, wartime strategy “must often be based … on the actual outcome of battles.”12 Given the central place that battles hold in understanding conflict, enormous value exists to collecting systematic data on battles across multiple wars and using these as the basis for a measure of battlefield information. This undertaking is not insignificant and requires a clear set of definitions and standards to ensure that the event is recorded in a consistent manner.


Defining and Justifying Battles

While the notion of a “battle” feels familiar, it is not necessarily straightforward to define. For my purposes, I synthesize extant definitions and consider a battle to be a clash at a specific time and location between organized state-level forces over a contested strategic objective.13 A contested strategic objective can be a hill, fort, city, or any other unit that the belligerents each hope to claim or defend, that can exchange hands, and that affects each side’s ability to continue to prosecute the war.14

No battle-based data can capture all war activity that fits these criteria. Work by Alex Weisiger—one of very few past endeavors to quantify intrawar hostilities—cites this fact to justify the use of casualties instead of battles to measure battlefield activity.15 There are nevertheless several reasons why casualties are not a direct or preferable substitute for battles. First, as already mentioned, battles are an undeniably important unit of analysis and a standard lens through which leaders often view military activities. Differences between reference materials concern depth of coverage and not fundamental debates about what constitutes a battle. Second, many battles also do not have reliable or accessible measures of troop strength on each side. For example, historians’ casualty estimates for the battle of Tuyutí during the War of the Triple Alliance (or Paraguayan War) range from seven thousand to sixteen thousand. Estimates for the battle of Manila in the final months of World War II span an enormous range from one hundred thousand to five hundred thousand.16 Third, contemporary theories of war often focus on the exchange of “forts,” or military objectives, over the course of fighting.17 Battles are a much closer approximation to the concept of a “fort” than casualties and thus allow for a more proper test of these ideas. Fourth, casualties often represent a concerted decision by leaders to gain or defend strategic objectives that they feel are vital to bargaining. States may be entirely willing and ready to suffer immense costs if they believe those potential losses to be worthwhile.18 Casualties are a less convincing proxy for exogenous information than the observed gains and losses of military objectives.

None of this suggests that casualty data are unimportant or not worth further research. My battle data simply provide an alternative and complementary path to understanding wartime activity in a manner that plausibly reflects the information in leaders’ minds as they navigate wars.



Coding Battles

I thus create a dataset of battles in interstate wars. The foundations of this dataset are built on an encyclopedia of battles created by Tony Jaques.19 I supplement and verify the initial list of battles from this volume using several additional reference guides from other military history scholars.

Each reference book contains brief narratives about individual battles or a longer description of an entire conflict that contains mentions of particular clashes. All of these narratives are qualitative and must therefore be converted into quantitative measures. Given the complexity of battles, I lean on the side of caution and create measures only on battle characteristics that can be consistently coded for every battle using the raw qualitative data. The process that I describe below produces a final dataset of 1,708 discrete battles that took place during interstate wars listed in the COW Inter-State War dataset.


Actors

The main goal when defining actors is to determine which belligerent was the attacker (in other words, the one initiating the battle) and which was the defender. To accomplish this task, as well as that of identifying the victor of a battle, I rely on two conditions: occupation and movement.

In many battles, one party occupies a contested strategic objective that is the central object of battle. Recall that the term strategic objective refers to objects such as forts, cities, bridges, and related units that can be possessed or lost and are influential in determining a belligerent’s ability to accomplish its broader goal in the war.20 The side that initially controls the strategic objective prior to the battle is labeled the defender. The opponent, which plans to take control of the strategic objective that it does not occupy prior to the battle, is deemed the attacker. Two examples may prove useful here. During the 1947–49 Kashmir War, Pakistani forces spent six months laying siege to the city of Skardu, which was protected by Indian soldiers. Pakistan and India are deemed to be attacker and defender, respectively, in this encounter. On November 1, 1964, the Viet Cong attacked a US facility located in Bien Hoa, destroying or damaging dozens of aircraft. The Viet Cong are attackers, while the United States is the defender. This standard of occupation is sufficient to address approximately 90 percent of battles in my dataset.

In the remaining set of battles, neither belligerent occupies or seeks to claim a clearly defined objective of interest. This generally involves situations where military units have incidental encounters or are both mobile. The battle of Jutland from May 31 to June 1, 1916, during World War I, is an example of these two conditions occurring simultaneously; a British fleet coincidentally happened on a German scouting squadron in the North Sea.21 For such cases, I look to each side’s movement on the battlefield. If both sides are on the move, the belligerent that is in pursuit is the attacker, and the one being pursued is the defender. If only one party is moving, I consider it the attacker; the stationary party is the defender. Returning to the battle of Jutland, German ships were the first to open fire and then pursued the British vessels, which had turned away to head toward Britain’s main fleet, the Royal Navy Grand Fleet. The Germans are considered to be the attackers, while the British are the defenders.



Outcomes

Attackers are considered to win a battle if they seize possession of the objective. This generally involves the ejection, surrender, or destruction of the defending forces. Defenders win a battle if they manage to maintain possession of the objective. This minimally requires the repulsion of attacking forces but can also include instances where defending forces subsequently launch a counterattack and begin to pursue their opponent. In battles that do not feature a self-evident object to be taken or guarded, victory is defined using the criterion of movement; the belligerent that retreats or flees first is considered the loser of the battle. A small set of battles where neither dimension proves sufficient to identify a victor are coded as being inconclusive.

My approach focuses on tactical criteria to define the outcomes of battles. An alternative method would be to code victory based on strategic factors regarding whether the battle created a longer-term advantage for the winner and disadvantage for the loser in their overall war prospects. While tactical and strategic notions of victory often lead to similar classifications, some divergences do arise. Emphasizing the tactical angle is valuable because it reflects considerations that belligerents can contemporaneously observe during the war itself and thus use to revise their future behavior and beliefs. The strategic angle, on the other hand, often requires knowledge of belligerents’ prior expectations, which are essentially unobservable; relies on historical hindsight that is impossible for leaders to possess during the conflict; and is a fundamentally political question.22

The first battle of Kiev, which took place in 1941 during World War II, embodies this contrast well. In late August, German troops barreled across the eastern front, tearing through Soviet defenses as they advanced toward a poorly protected Moscow, when they encountered a significant Red Army presence in Kiev. Opting to engage in Kiev, German forces almost completely encircled the Soviets and pummeled the city for the next month. By September, Kiev had fallen and the Germans claimed to have killed over six hundred thousand Red Army soldiers. This loss was unprecedented for the Soviets and was easily one of the most catastrophic tactical losses for the Soviet Union—and, equivalently, one of the biggest tactical victories for the Germans. But by stalling his opponents in Kiev, Stalin managed to create time to build new defenses around Moscow and to remobilize his forces. The “delays” caused by the battle of Kiev were also responsible for forcing the Germans to suffer one of the harshest Russian winters in decades, ultimately nullifying their ability to press forward and take Moscow. This would be essential in shifting the momentum of war in the Soviets’ favor and leading to a victory years later.23 Only a retrospective lens reveals that the first battle of Kiev was a massive strategic loss for the Germans. My data therefore code this battle as a German victory.



Dates

A battle begins on the day when hostilities over a strategic objective commence. Since this is a relatively straightforward standard, most historical references report similar start dates for battles. Different standards, however, such as the last advance or the last day of active hostilities, do lead to mild disagreements about end dates. My data define the end of a battle as the day when the outcome of the battle as previously defined becomes readily apparent.24 In cases where multiple bouts of conflict take place in a single location, battles are identified using periods of sustained combat. As an example, during the Greco-Turkish War of 1897 (explored more in chapter 3), Turkish forces attempted to push Greeks out of a key city called Velestino. I disaggregate this effort into two battles, one on April 30 (a Greek victory) and one on May 5–6 (a Turkish victory), as each clash was separated by a period of inactivity. Note that these battles were not delineated by the fact that each had a different victor.

In practice, these discrepancies make little difference. One-third of recorded battles last a single day, and three-quarters are shorter than two weeks in duration. I use both military history reference materials and war-specific books to resolve remaining inconsistencies as best as possible. My main analyses of these data also use varying temporal windows to measure battlefield activity, and these adjustments do not unduly impact the results.




Examples

Two battles may prove enlightening in demonstrating how the qualitative accounts of battles are converted into quantitative measures. First, I consider the battle of Plevna from the Second Russo-Turkish War of 1877–78. Russian forces led by Grand Duke Nicholas faced little resistance as they swept down toward the Danube River. Approximately 30,000 Ottoman forces took defensive positions in the town of Plevna to fend off the approaching Russians, who numbered between 90,000 and 110,000. Between September 10 and 12, 1877, the Russians engaged in a major assault to overtake Plevna but failed at the cost of approximately 20,000 casualties.25

Briefly stated, Russian forces took the offensive against a Turkish stronghold but were repulsed, suffering a humiliating loss that received enormous international attention. In terms of the individual battle at Plevna, Russia was the attacker and the Ottoman Empire was the defender. These designations do not factor into the score given to the battle but help define the criteria used to determine which belligerent won the battle. At the level of the entire war, Russia was the initiator and the Ottoman Empire was the target. Since the battle resulted in a victory by the war target, the assault on Plevna receives a score of –1.

Second, consider the battle of Ouadi Doum during the Libyan-Chad War of 1986–87, also known as the War over the Aouzou Strip or the Toyota War. On March 19, 1987, Libyan forces stationed at a major air base at Ouadi Doum headed toward the city of Fada with the intention of reclaiming it from Chadian forces, who had gained control in a battle on January 2. The decision proved immensely costly for Libya. Chad’s army trounced the Libyans, diverting them back to Ouadi Doum and eventually taking the air base for themselves. On March 22, Chad declared victory and announced that its forces had killed upward of 1,200 Libyan soldiers and captured approximately 450. Libya’s loss of the Ouadi Doum air base marked the end of Libya’s hold on northern Chad.26

Libya started the battle by sending its forces against Chad but faced a terrible defeat. Libya was thus the battle attacker, while Chad was the battle defender. More broadly, Chad was the initiator of the overall conflict, while Libya was the target. The battle at Ouadi Doum was therefore a victory for the war initiator and is assigned a score of +1.

Table 2.3 summarizes the distribution of battles based on actors and outcomes for all 1,708 events. The data indicate that actors who start individual battles tend to have a significant advantage, winning approximately two-thirds of all clashes.

Two caveats merit mention here. First, as table 2.3 intimates, my data treat all battles as being equivalent in magnitude. On one hand, this is a limitation of data; current information on all of these individual battles is not sophisticated enough to create a reliable system that weighs events differently according to forces deployed, casualties suffered, or the like. On the other hand, this property of my battle data parallels how many well-known formalizations of war treat “forts,” the object of individual battles, as identical units.27 My analysis therefore reflects a relatively direct assessment of the learning dynamic featured in these models.

Second, wars vary substantially in the number of battles recorded. Perhaps most prominently, the two world wars account for approximately 47 percent of my data. Much of this variation likely captures real differences in the intensity and frequency of conflict, yet I cannot eliminate the possibility that uneven coverage also plays a role. For example, the Saudi-Yemeni War of 1934, which lasted two months, is reflected by only one battle. English-language documentation for the conflict is relatively limited and piecemeal.28 The battle data for the Vietnam War contain only fifty entries over a dozen years of hostilities—an apparently low number that may reflect the difficulties of tracking and quantizing guerrilla warfare.

Regardless of whether every single conceivable battle is captured, the more relevant question is whether the current data present a faithful portrayal of the broader trends and changes on the battlefield. The figures presented below suggest that my data do satisfy this more elemental condition.


Table 2.3 Distribution of battle victories


	
	Battle attacker
	Inconclusive
	Battle defender
	Total



	War initiator
	550 (0.322)
+1
	
	243 (0.142)
+1
	793 (0.464)



	Inconclusive
	
	74 (0.043)
0
	
	74 (0.043)



	War target
	595 (0.348)
–1
	
	246 (0.144)
–1
	841 (0.492)



	Total
	1,145 (0.670)
	74 (0.043)
	489 (0.286)
	1,708 (1.000)





Note: Proportions in parentheses.



Measures of Battlefield Activity

I use these raw data regarding 1,708 battles to create daily-level measures of battlefield outcomes. For each day t in war w, sw,t is the sum of the outcomes for any and all battles that concluded on that war-day. If three battles came to an end on some war-day, the basic form of sw,t could range in value between –3 (three victories by the war target) and +3 (three victories by the war initiator).

Several of my hypotheses scrutinize the effect of clear battlefield information on negotiation. There are multiple plausible paths we could take to measure the concept of “clear information” based on these daily sums. Previous research suggests that distinct battlefield trends supply the most overt information regarding the future trajectory of conflict and also create conditions for a self-enforcing agreement. For those reasons, some studies find that distinct battlefield trends are predictive of war termination and the resilience of postconflict peace.29 I will therefore generate and rely on measures designed to track the outcomes of recent fighting.

My first measure, which I call momentum, calculates the sum of all battles that have ended in the previous d days of the conflict (or all days of the conflict—whichever is closer). I use d = 60 as my default window of time. This variable represents recent battlefield trends and reverts to 0 if no new battles end in the next d days. Formally,

Momentumw,t=∑j=max1,t−dtsw,j

Note, however, that my hypotheses are agnostic as to which particular belligerent wields an advantage or disadvantage while fighting. As such, much of my analysis of battlefield trends relies on a measure called recent imbalance, which is simply the absolute value of momentum.

Recent imbalancew,t=∑j=max1,t−dtsw,j

Although we have reasons to focus on recent battle trends, some may justifiably believe that the entirety of hostilities influence decision-making and that events in the more distant past do not fade in importance.30 I account for the accumulation of all battle outcomes using a measure called position, which is a running total of all daily sums for the entire war up to the given war-day:

Positionw,t=∑i=1tsw,t

I then take the absolute value of this measure to reflect the overall imbalance observed from the battlefield:

Overall imbalancew,t=∑max1,t−dtsw,t

Regardless of the specific trends on the battlefield, we would also want to gauge the overall intensity of hostilities. To do so, I count the number of active battles taking place on each day of war.

Figure 2.3 illustrates these measures for World War I.31 The data align well with our qualitative understanding of the conflict. The Central powers initiated the war and are thus represented using positive values, while the Allied powers’ victories are captured with negative values. Early German offensives found success in invading Luxembourg, Belgium, and parts of France. By September 1914, however, British and French troops were able to blunt German momentum at the first battle of the Marne. This is reflected by the small shift from positive to negative values in both position and momentum in the opening months of the war. The somewhat middling values observed in the first several months of the conflict reflect the stalled nature of trench warfare, which led to a back-and-forth exchange of victories and losses on the western front.

The Central powers began accumulating significant victories in April 1915. Many of these occurred on the Gallipoli peninsula, where Allied forces arrived in late April hoping to seize control of the Turkish straits from the Ottomans. The offensive was a disaster for the Allies,32 leading to a withdrawal in late 1915. Much of early 1916 featured victories by the Ottomans against Allied forces in Mesopotamia and numerous failed Russian offensives against the Germans, both of which are reflected by significant upward movement in position and momentum.

The war entered a significant shift in the middle of 1916. The battle of the Somme in the summer, despite its enormous costs and somewhat inconclusive outcome, was a turning point in favor of the Allies.33 Figure 2.3 exhibits a downward shift around this time. The German loss at the battle of Verdun later in the year severely blunted German initiative. The entry of the United States on the side of the Allies in April 1917 only worsened Germany’s situation.

Seeing the window of opportunity for victory close, the Germans launched several last-ditch offensives in early 1918. While these saw some partial success, these efforts did not make any significant breakthroughs. The second battle of the Marne in 1918, which would be Germany’s last major offensive, was countered by the Allies and was the start of an implacable Allied advance. The sudden and aggressive changes in battlefield trends starting in the middle of 1918 capture this shift and continue until the war ends in favor of the Allies on November 11, 1918.
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Figure 2.3. Five measures of the battlefield in World War I.




Opening the Black Box of War

No data effort on phenomena that take place during the chaos of war can ever be comprehensive. Little doubt exists that these new datasets have their shortcomings. Throughout this chapter, I have discussed several of these possible limitations and potential ways to address them.

In this case, however, perfect is the enemy of good. For any and all limitations these data harbor, they represent an enormous step forward in our ability to capture the tumultuous activity that comes to pass within individual conflicts. These two resources exceed the leverage of coverage offered by extant sources of quantitative intrawar diplomacy or battles.34 Any useful insights that emerge from analyzing these data should only encourage further attempts to expand, refine, and improve them. Even the surface-level analysis of negotiations and battles in this chapter has revealed considerable levels of fluctuations that are not predicted or explained by extant theories of war or conflict resolution. Neither fighting nor negotiating follows a monotonic path toward victory or peace.

My theory presents a framework that seeks to explain the variation exhibited in the negotiation data and to demonstrate that negotiations play a much more complex role in shaping conflicts than previous scholarship has assumed. The next two chapters apply statistical methods to the new data to realize these two objectives.
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Fighting to Talk

My theory produces several interrelated predictions about when negotiations will happen during war and when those negotiations will succeed in their ostensible goal of settling hostilities. These predictions are conditional on the level of latent third-party pressures that can be easily activated and placed on belligerents, as well as the degree of information revealed from fighting on the battlefield. Each of these factors influences the relative costs and benefits to negotiating either sincerely or insincerely.

This chapter uses a combination of statistical methods and two comparative case studies to assess the validity of these claims. My negotiation and battle data, described in the previous chapter, offer an opportunity to analyze negotiation and battlefield behavior across two hundred years of interstate wars. To test the impact of latent external pressures for peace, I make the case for using the year 1945 as a critical source of empirical leverage. Numerous scholars have observed and demonstrated that the liberal international order established in the aftermath of World War II has produced multiple institutions and connections aimed at preserving international peace and opposing the use of force. These compounding forces facilitate the activation of diplomatic pressures on belligerents in contemporary wars. A series of statistical tests indicate that the year 1945 indeed marks a turning point in the frequency of negotiations. Additional models based on this finding show firm support for my theory’s predicted implications. Wars before 1945 involve far fewer negotiations, but negotiations that occur are responses to a clear battlefield trend and promptly end wars. In contrast, wars after 1945 have a much higher propensity for negotiations regardless of the battlefield and frequently fail to end hostilities, but talks in response to distinct battlefield trends are more likely to produce peace. I provide greater context for this finding by differentiating negotiations borne of direct external pressure from those sought by the belligerents themselves. This exercise shows that post-1945 negotiations are far more frequently products of third-party endeavors, and talks spearheaded by third parties are far weaker predictors of war termination than talks launched by the belligerents.

While the year 1945 is objectively important to understanding the changing character of wartime negotiations, it is a blunt instrument to assess the effects of latent pressures on negotiation behavior. I therefore also leverage whether or not belligerents are major powers. I show that minor powers are far more likely to be pushed into negotiations that amount to nothing. Additional data on third-party interventions reveal that outside actors initiate more diplomatic appeals in post-1945 wars when major powers are not directly involved in the war itself.

I supplement my quantitative analysis with a qualitative comparison of two wars that feature the same sets of belligerents, separated by almost eighty years: the Greco-Turkish War of 1897 and the Turco-Cypriot War of 1974. In an environment featuring relatively few external pressures to negotiate, Turkey and Greece did not negotiate in the former conflict until the battlefield solidly demonstrated the Turks’ superiority. In contrast, the heavy presence of third-party diplomatic pressures in the latter conflict resulted in constant but largely unsuccessful talks. It was only once Turkey made major territorial advances that a diplomatic settlement brought hostilities to an end. Across both the quantitative and qualitative evidence, the coalescence of latent pressures and information from recent battlefield developments defines not only when negotiations take place but whether they accomplish their professed aim of reaching a mutually acceptable agreement.


1945 and the Explosion of Latent Pressures

The theory I have established highlights the importance of latent external pressures for peace in explaining wartime negotiation behavior. Domestic actors, individual states, and international organizations may have varying degrees of interest in promoting peace in active conflicts, depending on specific circumstances regarding the identity of the belligerents, the nature of the disputed issue, and the like. But the ability to quickly and effectively direct these diplomatic pressures against warring parties depends on the size and strength of an infrastructure designed to facilitate such activity. The baseline degree of pressure that auxiliary actors can harness depends on how many actors can immediately be deployed to try facilitating dialogue, what connections already exist between states to allow them to communicate with each other, and what institutions exist that foster and promote peaceful dispute resolution. I argue that one historical change most effectively captures a change in these latent pressures: the establishment of the post-1945 international order.

Numerous pieces of scholarship have pointed out the myriad enormous shifts that redefined the international system following World War II. In the words of the political scientists Gary Goertz, Paul Diehl, and Alexandru Balas, “World War II constitutes the tipping point in the international system’s movement toward more peace.”1 Various works have extensively scrutinized several features of this post-1945 liberal international order, some of which emerged in inchoate form after World War I, and how each has affected the nature of international conflict. By extension, these features influence the number of sources of diplomatic pressure, as well as their potency. Three are particularly notable.

First, the rules of conflict changed on both normative and legal fronts. The trauma of World War I raised questions about the legitimacy of war,2 but the experience of World War II consolidated a broader aversion to conflict.3 Norms on sovereignty and territorial integrity became vital sources of stability designed to preclude the territorial disputes and conquests that fueled World War II.4 Laws of conflict also attempted to punish and stem inhumane acts of violence during war. Early steps were taken with the Hague Convention of 1899, but a broader global framework came into being with the 1949 Geneva Conventions and postwar trials in Nuremberg, Tokyo, and Manila. Contemporary research has not yet produced a clear consensus about whether states comply with laws of war due to self-interest or international enforcement, but these laws do appear to effect changes in state behavior.5

Second, the weapons that could be used in conflict became cataclysmic in their destructive power. The bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki violently heralded a new era of warfare where ruinous destruction required only mere seconds. Widespread acknowledgment of this danger may help to explain why wars since 1945 have been relatively limited in nature.6 Belligerents that possess nuclear weapons may have incentives to seek moderation and increase contact with their opponent to avoid cataclysmic outcomes, and nonnuclear actors would also highlight these concerns.

The third dimension, which is built on the previous two, is the advent of fixed institutions. While international institutions have existed for centuries, they rose to real prominence after World War II. The Charter of the United Nations, signed by fifty original member states on October 24, 1945, epitomized the desire for an international order that strove “to maintain or restore international peace and security.”7 A multitude of additional fixed institutions have been created to promote the same cause.8 Over time, these institutions have fostered a growing community of professional negotiators that embody a set of increasingly legitimized norms and procedures that promote the peaceful resolution of conflict.9

The post-1945 international order therefore establishes an array of tools and ideas that attempt to promote peace and stability. Third parties, many of whom now work as career officials for these fixed institutions, are buttressed by a normative and legal framework and can urge states to engage in diplomacy. The pre-1945 world therefore features far lower levels of latent external pressure than the post-1945 one. Consequently, the 1945 line can be exploited to test the impact of latent external pressures on negotiations.


The Validity of the 1945 Line

While existing literature suggests that the 1945 line represents a tenable proxy for low or high latent external pressures for peace, we must first address whether this assumption holds up to empirical scrutiny. Two findings strongly suggest that the year 1945 indeed marks an inflection point in the frequency of wartime negotiations. Importantly, both pieces of evidence identify the 1945 line on their own, based solely on the nature of my negotiation data.

The first assessment is a structural break test. For each year between 1823 and 2003, I calculate the total number of war-days that feature negotiations, as well as the total number of interstate wars and war-days. This produces a time series to which I apply a structural break test that identifies the years in which the frequency of negotiations systematically shifts, accounting for the total number of wars and war-days. The test with the best fit in terms of the Bayesian information criterion (BIC) identifies two inflection points: 1945 and 1972.10 The break in 1972 represents the significant drop-off in negotiations after the United States negotiated its withdrawal from the Vietnam War. If I restrict the test to identifying only one structural break, it identifies the year 1947. Given that no wars take place between the end of World War II in 1945 and the start of the First Kashmir War in 1947, this is effectively indistinguishable from 1945 and merely identifies the fact that the First Kashmir War marks a sudden increase in rates of wartime diplomacy.

The second test uses a battery of bivariate logistic regressions. For each year Y ranging from 1824 to 2002 (the years immediately following and preceding the limits of my war data), I regress the binary negotiation variable on an indicator variable that takes the value 0 on all war-days up to year Y and the value 1 on all war-days after the year Y. This exercise produces 179 separate models, each of which fits the negotiation data to varying extents. The BIC again offers a direct way to compare fits across these 179 iterations. The two models with the lowest BICs, and thus the best fits, are those in which Y equals 1945 and 1946.11 We therefore have evidence that the 1945 line is indeed associated with a meaningful change in belligerents’ negotiation calculus and is thus a useful source of leverage in the statistical analyses to follow.12

Basic descriptive statistics about the binary negotiation variable bolster these findings. Consistent with the implications of my theory, there are clear signs that the rate of negotiations distinctly jumps upward in an environment with higher latent pressures. While 11 percent of war-days in wars before 1945 involve negotiations between belligerents, more than double that—28 percent—do so in wars following 1945. Note that the overall statistic of 17 percent across the entire dataset, which I have mentioned in preceding chapters, masks this distinct change in frequency between the two historical eras.

The descriptive statistics I have shown here are informative, easily interpretable, and entirely consistent with the broad implications of my theory. They do not, however, account for the impact of battlefield information or a host of other factors that could influence states’ negotiation strategies. For that, we move on to a more complete and thorough statistical analysis of wartime negotiations.




Modeling Wartime Negotiations

In order to properly assess my hypotheses regarding the frequency of negotiations and their impact on peace, I require a model that simultaneously accounts for the onset of talks and the impact of these talks on the termination of conflict. The ideal model would permit explanatory variables to have different effects on both phenomena and capture the entire sequential process through which wars eventually come to an end.

The most effective tool for this endeavor is the multistate model. Multistate models have had a longer history in the field of health, where they have been used to study individuals’ transitions between different stages of disease.13 The method has received far less attention in political science, despite how useful it would be in analyzing complex dynamics that are common to political affairs.14 Multistate models allow a researcher to capture a process that may go through multiple stages along any pathway that the researcher defines as being possible. Once a subject undergoes a transition from one state to another, the subject remains in the data, and the model then estimates the subject’s likelihood of transitioning to another state from this new state.

This feature not only permits us to study wars that feature multiple periods of negotiation but provides insights into why wars may transition out of negotiations and back to only fighting. Perhaps more importantly, multistate models also allow covariates to have varied impacts on the likelihood of different state transitions.

Figure 3.1 depicts how a multistate model would be applied to my theory’s setting. On any given day of war, the conflict may be in one of three states: no negotiations taking place, negotiations taking place, or the termination of hostilities. Note that, throughout the conflict, the war can repeatedly transition between having no talks and having talks. The move from either of these states to termination, however, is final and marks the end of the war. Coincidentally, this is also known as the “terminal” state.15 To facilitate a more natural discussion of transitions between these states, figure 3.1 also includes names for each of the four possible transitions that can take place within this structure. I will use these names throughout the remainder of the quantitative analysis in this chapter.

The numbers in figure 3.1 also show the frequency of transitions between these three states at the daily level. Unsurprisingly, the vast majority of war-days feature no negotiations and remain in that state the following day. In all, 187 negotiation periods begin following a day without talks.16 The figure also shows that when negotiations take place, they often continue into the next day. But discussions fall apart in 137 cases and produce peace in the remaining 52. A multistate model will help reveal which factors influence each of these transitions between the three different states of war.
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Figure 3.1. Three states and four transitions of war.


Design

According to my theory, battlefield information should have different impacts on the occurrence and outcomes of negotiations depending on whether high levels of latent third-party pressure exist. Environments with low latent pressures should feature fewer negotiations overall, but talks should become more likely as fighting reveals a clear trend in one side’s favor. The high costs of negotiating lead most of these talks to be sincere and thus more likely to end the conflict. In contrast, environments with high latent pressures decrease the costs of negotiating. Wars in this context should exhibit a much weaker relationship between battlefield outcomes and the onset of negotiations, but any talks that do occur will be increasingly sincere and likely to end the conflict if fighting exhibits a trend.

I assess this general claim by applying separate multistate models to wars before 1945 and after 1945. As I have shown, systemic changes following the end of World War II provide a source of leverage to test the impact of latent third-party pressures for peace. The key explanatory variable in each model is recent imbalance in fighting over the previous sixty days.17

A variety of factors may confound our ability to identify the relationships between these central variables throughout my tests. I therefore include several control variables common to war literature that could simultaneously affect battle outcomes, negotiating behavior, and conflict resolution.

First, belligerents may be more willing to fight harder when a conflict involves existential threats, which are often linked to wars with serious credible commitment issues. I account for issue salience using a three-level classification scheme developed by Holsti and extend it to cover more recent wars.18 I add together the issue salience scores of both sides to produce the final measure included in the analysis.

Second, wars between more distant belligerents may be difficult to supply or manage.19 Conflicts between neighboring states may not only be easier to prosecute but involve more familiar parties and difficult issues such as territorial claims. I use the Correlates of War Direct Contiguity dataset to create a dummy variable of contiguity, indicating whether belligerents share a land or river border.20

Belligerents with greater capabilities are likely to have an upper hand over their opponent.21 Using the Composite Index of National Capability (CINC) measure from the National Material Capabilities dataset,22 I add together the annual CINC measures for all active belligerents on each side in the war. I divide the war initiator’s total score by the sum of both sides’ scores, with adjustments made when individual states in multilateral wars enter and exit. For this CINC ratio, values near 1 represent a far more capable war initiator, while those near 0 indicate a more capable war target.23

A trove of literature expects democratic war initiators to be more discernible, credible, and effective—yet impatient—belligerents.24 A binary measure based on the Polity dataset tracks whether the initiating side of the conflict features at least one state that is a democracy. In other words, this variable reflects the involvement of a democratic initiator.25

The threat of nuclear warfare is often considered a vital reason why post-1945 wars have maintained a limited nature.26 Not only may the presence of nuclear weapons incentivize states to seek peace, but nuclear states at war may also wield greater coercive capabilities while bargaining because of their ability to resort to a nuclear option. In analyses involving post-1945 conflicts, I include a variable for nuclear states, which tracks whether any belligerent has successfully tested a nuclear weapon on or after the war-day in question.27

The number of states actively involved in conflict may complicate how one side of a conflict engages in hostilities or determines its negotiation strategy. Coalitions of states fighting a war on the same side often enjoy higher prospects of victory but may harbor concerns about individual members abandoning the conflict, leaving the remaining states to manage with fewer resources.28 I thus include a variable for the total number of states involved in the war on a given war-day.

It is also natural to believe that negotiations would occur more readily or be more efficient between belligerent countries that already have standing diplomatic representatives before the outset of war. I thus use the Diplomatic Exchange dataset to determine whether any diplomatic representation exists between states that are on opposing sides of a conflict.29 This binary variable reflects opponent diplomatic representation.

While international institutions, norms, and organizations may lay the foundation for latent external pressures for peace, belligerents’ alliances may create conflict-specific forces for or against diplomacy. If a war features states that are allied with major powers, belligerents and their powerful allies may be concerned about the risk of entrapment or escalation and thus see the appeal of diplomacy. Conversely, having powerful allies that could potentially intervene on one’s behalf could decrease the appeal of exploring a diplomatic exit.30 I account for these possibilities by creating a measure called major allies. This variable indicates whether any active belligerent has an alliance with a major power (as defined by the Correlates of Wars State System Membership dataset) in pre-1945 wars or one of the two superpowers—the United States or the Soviet Union—in post-1945 wars.

Finally, while my theory is consistent with other scholars’ arguments that recent battlefield trends weigh more heavily on decision-makers’ minds, the total accumulation of past hostilities may still remain relevant. I therefore include a measure of overall imbalance, which captures the cumulative outcomes of all battles throughout the entire war. I also add a running count of the logged number of completed battles by a particular war-day, based on my battle data.31



Results

Figures 3.2 and 3.3 summarize the results of models applied to pre-1945 and post-1945 wars, respectively. Overall, the results directly reflect the expectations of my theory.

We begin with pre-1945 wars, where latent third-party pressures for peace are systematically lower compared to the post-1945 world. The positive and statistically significant coefficient for the transition into negotiations indicates that the initiation of talks becomes more likely as recent battlefield activity firmly moves in one side’s favor. Moreover, a similarly positive and statistically significant effect appears for the transition from negotiations into war termination—in other words, negotiated settlement. This indicates that when negotiations do take place, discussions that take place alongside a heavily slanted battlefield are more likely to produce diplomatic settlements. By dint of ending the conflict, these negotiations have shown themselves to be sincere. We therefore see strong evidence that a clear battlefield trend both triggers negotiations and leads negotiations to be successful in resolving the conflict.

We can compare these results with those from post-1945 wars, where latent pressures for peace are significantly higher and where I have demonstrated that negotiations become more frequent. The findings for recent imbalance are telling. There is no longer a significant relationship between battlefield trends and the initiation of talks; however, negotiations that do take place are still more likely to produce a negotiated settlement if recent imbalance trends consistently in one side’s favor.

A more intuitive way to interpret these models is through hazard ratios. A hazard ratio is the ratio of the hazard rates (the rate at which an observation may transition into a new state) between two groups that experience different levels of an explanatory variable. All else being equal, if the hazard ratio for the recent imbalance variable is 1.35, a war where recent imbalance has a value of 1 is 35 percent more likely to undergo a transition compared to a war where recent imbalance has a value of 0; a war with a recent imbalance of 2 is 35 percent more likely to experience a transition than a war with a recent imbalance of 1; and so on.

Table 3.1 uses the multistate models to derive hazard ratios for transitioning into negotiations as well as negotiations leading to settlement, conditional on latent external pressures and battlefield trends. The first row shows a distinct positive relationship between recent imbalance and the likelihood of negotiations in pre-1945 wars, where latent external pressures for peace are relatively low. Across all nonzero values of recent imbalance, the lower bound of the 95 percent confidence interval is higher than 1, indicating that battlefield trends indeed expedite the onset of negotiations. The hazard ratios themselves indicate that these changes are substantively meaningful. According to the model, increasing one side’s recent battlefield trend by one unit increases the chances of negotiations by 15 percent over the baseline. Matters look different in post-1945 wars, which feature higher levels of latent external pressure. The positive relationship between recent imbalance and negotiation onset is also approximately 9 percent, but the 95 percent confidence interval around the hazard ratio includes the value 1. No statistically significant relationship exists between recent battlefield trends and the start of talks.
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Figure 3.2. Coefficient plots for multistate models of negotiation in pre-1945 wars. Bands represent 95 percent confidence intervals (N = 23,711).
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Figure 3.3. Coefficient plots for multistate models of negotiation in post-1945 wars. Bands represent 95 percent confidence intervals (N = 13,123).

The second row of Table 3.1 displays corresponding hazard ratios for the transition from negotiations into a diplomatic settlement. The result for pre-1945 wars looks largely similar to what I find for the initiation of talks. For a one-unit increase in recent imbalance, the likelihood of negotiations leading to settlement increases by 27 percent. Increasingly obvious battlefield trends therefore engender talks, and these talks are more likely to successfully settle conflicts. This provides evidence that negotiations become more sincere as fighting becomes more obviously tilted in one side’s favor. In contrast to what we saw for negotiation onset, post-1945 wars also exhibit an extremely positive and statistically significant relationship between fighting and the propensity for negotiations to produce peace. Increasing recent imbalances by one unit augments the chances of negotiations forging settlement by more than 120 percent. Put together, these results strongly align with my theory’s predictions.

Before moving on, it is also worth mentioning that many covariates have differing results according to historical era. Issue salience is a useful case in point. In pre-1945 conflicts, the negative and statistically significant coefficients for transitions into negotiations and into negotiated settlements indicate that belligerents fighting over existential issues are less likely to conclude wars through diplomatic means; wars simply last longer because the stakes are so high. After 1945, issue salience has no bearing on whether negotiations start. This is further suggestive evidence that latent external pressures for peace may be activated without as much regard for the underlying nature of the dispute itself.32


Table 3.1 Hazard ratios of transitions in wartime diplomacy


	Transition
	Pre-1945
	Post-1945



	Start negotiations
	[1.068, 1.151, 1.241]
	[0.883, 1.092, 1.350]



	Negotiated settlement
	[1.114, 1.269, 1.447]
	[1.181, 2.216, 4.158]





Note: Each triplet represents the lower bound, estimate, and upper bound for 95% confidence intervals.

Similarly, the belligerents’ relative capabilities have different effects over time. In pre-1945 wars, the CINC ratio variable has a negative and statistically significant relationship with negotiated settlements, indicating that any diplomatic talks that occur are less likely to forge peace when the war initiator is relatively strong compared to the target. After 1945, the ratio exhibits a negative relationship with the end of negotiations and a positive one with military victory/defeat. The negative coefficient for the transition out of talks suggests that negotiations end more quickly when the war initiator is much more powerful than its opponent, while the positive coefficient for military victory/defeat shows that relative capabilities are a useful gauge of whether post-1945 wars end via military means.

Alliances with major powers also have some differential effects across time. No meaningful effects appear to exist between these powerful allies and any of the transitions during pre-1945 wars. After 1945, being allied with a superpower appears to hasten the end of any negotiations that come to pass. This result suggests that belligerents that have backing from superpowers feel less need to make compromises or to continuously allay externally generated pressures for peace. At the same time, note that the relationship between nuclear belligerents and the ending of negotiations is negative and statistically significant in post-1945 wars. Put together, these results suggest that the threat of nuclear escalation may push warring parties to keep talking with one another if at least one side actually possesses nuclear weapons, but having allies with massive nuclear arsenals on the sidelines undermines the chances of diplomacy successfully reaching an agreement. Nuclear weapons thus offer a mixed bag with respect to their contribution to conflict management.

Notably, overall imbalance on the battlefield does not offer much leverage to understand negotiation behavior. Battlefields that are more slanted in one side’s favor increase the chances of military/victory defeat in pre-1945 wars, but this is the only statistically meaningful effect found across all models. This bolsters the argument that recent fighting is more relevant than all fighting.33

Finally, the effect of enduring more battles differs across historical eras. Talks are less likely to end and are therefore longer in pre-1945 wars. Meanwhile, in post-1945 wars, talks are less likely to begin but are also more likely to produce peace when they do occur. The negative coefficient for the transition into negotiations in post-1945 conflicts intimates the possibility that external diplomatic pressures are applied most readily in the early stages of conflict, before many battles have allowed any actors to update their beliefs about the future trajectory of war. Evidence in the next section also supports this claim.34



Manifestations of Pressure

The main results I have just presented show the prominent impact that the post-1945 international environment has on wartime negotiation behavior. Given the significance of these core findings, it is worth gathering additional evidence that the observed changes in negotiation frequency following 1945 are actually a consequence of third-party pressures.

If latent pressures for peace are indeed responsible for changing how negotiations occur, then we should expect to see more negotiations that are direct consequences of external pressure in the post-1945 world. The data prove this to be the case. Out of 116 negotiations in pre-1945 conflicts, 89 (77 percent) are orchestrated by the belligerents themselves, and the remaining 27 (23 percent) are products of third-party missions. In wars after 1945, 49 out of 73 negotiation periods (67 percent) are products of external pressure—a nearly threefold increase in the rate of outside influence.

Figure 3.4 visually summarizes trends in negotiations over the duration of pre-1945 and post-1945 wars.35 The solid black lines represent rates of all talks across both periods. The breakdown of negotiations by type reveals significant differences across historical eras. Most negotiations during pre-1945 wars are internal, and almost all negotiations that end wars are also internal. A small wave of external talks occurs in the middle of many wars but does not amount to much. In contrast, in the post-1945 world, where negotiations are much more common over the entire conflict, external talks occur most readily at the outset of conflict and gradually fade as wars continue. Meanwhile, internal talks gradually rise in frequency, and both forms of negotiation contribute roughly evenly to war termination.

An even more striking contrast between these two time periods is the composition of internal and external negotiations. Most negotiations in pre-1945 conflicts are internal, and the vast majority of diplomatic settlements that terminate conflict are based on internal negotiations. The mixture of internal and external negotiations is much more varied and seemingly uninformative in explaining when or why wars would end. That said, one conspicuous aspect of figure 3.4 is that almost all negotiations that occur at the outset of post-1945 conflicts are external; the belligerents are given little opportunity to seek diplomacy on their own or to avoid the issue. Internal negotiations gradually increase in prevalence as the war proceeds, but these talks do not have the same relationship with settlement as what we see in pre-1945 wars. In short, negotiations that occur in wars after 1945 and that are external have weak connections to conflict resolution.

To more rigorously test whether negotiations based on external pressure differ in their effects on settlement, I turn to hazard models where the outcome of interest is war termination. Figure 3.5 displays the results of two models designed for this purpose. As a point of reference, the first model features the original binary negotiation variable I have used thus far in my analysis. The second model includes two separate binary variables that track whether negotiations were internal or external. We see that negotiations as a whole have a highly positive and statistically significant impact on prospects for the cessation of hostilities. All else being equal, a day with negotiations is more likely to end on the following day compared to a day where belligerents are not speaking with one another, by a factor of 7.2.36
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Figure 3.4. Smoothed plots of propensity to negotiate over the course of wars.
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Figure 3.5. Hazard models of war termination. Bands represent 95 percent confidence intervals (N = 36,834).

The model that disaggregates internal and external negotiations, however, demonstrates that much of this hastening effect is dictated by diplomatic bargaining that the belligerents themselves pursue without direct outside interference. Internal negotiations increase the odds of war termination by a factor of 11.8 relative to the baseline rate. External negotiations augment the odds of war termination only by a factor of about 2.8. A linear hypothesis test indicates that the coefficient estimates for internal and external negotiations are statistically different from one another (p < 0.01). External negotiations as a whole thus have a meaningful and positive effect on war termination, but this effect is meaningfully lower than that for internal negotiations. This supports the logic of my theory that diplomacy under duress is much less likely to involve sincere or successful efforts at peace.37

When combined, these results suggest that one of the main reasons the 1945 line drives much of my findings is that modern-day external actors have become far more vocal and successful in getting belligerents to negotiate with each other during war. Yet the nature of these talks allows belligerents to engage in diplomacy even when they have no genuine desire to stop fighting. Third-party efforts certainly do not guarantee failure, but they more frequently permit settlement-averse actors to still talk to one another (perhaps for side effects) without feeling as many negative repercussions for doing so. In short, outside pressure to negotiate may lead to more insincere forms of diplomacy.



Minor Sources of Pressure

The shift in negotiation behavior around 1945, while significant, captures an average effect. It is an admittedly blunt approach to capturing changes in latent pressures. Peace-forward institutions certainly existed before 1945, and not all conflicts after World War II have been inundated with conflict management efforts. Are there any other more refined ways we can test for the impact of latent external pressures that do not rely on this historic shift?

Past literature offers one potential alternative: the distinction between major and minor power belligerents. Across time, a limited and evolving group of states have had the material means to project their power and to shape world politics in ways that suit their own interests. These states are known as major powers. Major powers may frequently clash with one another as they jockey for supremacy,38 but they have also frequently served as guarantors of peace for smaller warring states.39

Major powers are able to influence behavior because they have the resources to incentivize parties’ bargaining positions—either by withdrawing existing streams of support or by offering new resources to compensate for any perceived losses from a potential agreement.40 This leverage has had tangible influences on conflict management. Smaller states that rely on external support are more likely to accept third-party diplomatic efforts and the terms laid out in subsequent discussions.41 Conversely, major powers frequently elude or resist third-party conflict mediation efforts.42 Even lower-level rivalries involving major powers have attracted far fewer outside diplomatic efforts because potential third parties realize they do not possess the clout to influence major powers’ incentives.43

It also bears emphasis that major powers not only wield significant power on their own but are often the architects of international institutions that formalize their own interests and control. The Congress of Vienna in 1814 and 1815, organized to restructure Europe after the fall of Napoleon, is a seminal example of how major powers (at the time, Austria, France, Great Britain, and Russia) created a framework favorable to themselves that would stabilize the continent for the next century. Today, the United Nations Security Council is a prime example of how major powers (as understood in the middle of the twentieth century) define the parameters of discussion in affairs regarding international peace and security, all while nullifying proposals they do not like. Major powers can therefore mobilize a large infrastructure and peace lobby against actors that infringe on the major states’ own interests.

A logical conclusion to these arguments and evidence is that wars featuring only states that are not major powers—what we could call minor-power wars—are subject to greater degrees of latent external pressure than conflicts that include at least one major power as an active belligerent. To be clear, this does not suggest that major powers are wholly immune from outside pressures; Margaret Thatcher’s lamentations about being forced into mediations during the Falklands War, mentioned in chapter 1, attest to that. Indeed, the fact that the United Kingdom could feel obligated to negotiate only underscores how much more weight minor powers may perceive when diplomatic efforts are set on them.

To assess whether minor power wars offer another proxy for latent pressures to negotiate, I create a new measure for each war that tracks whether a major power participated in the conflict. I use the Correlates of War State Membership dataset to determine this information. According to the data, forty-five out of ninety-two wars feature only minor powers. Minor-power wars indeed undergo fundamentally different pressures than wars with at least one major-power belligerent. When major powers fight, only eighteen of ninety (20 percent) negotiations that occur are directly attributable to a third party’s efforts. When only minor powers fight, the rate almost triples; fifty-eight of ninety-nine (59 percent) talks are results of outside pressure.

Figure 3.6 investigates this relationship more rigorously using a multistate model. In this model, wars can transition between fighting and internal negotiations or between fighting and external negotiations. I exclude transitions to war termination, as it is necessary to reduce the number of states in the model in order to produce proper estimates.44 But the results on war termination in figure 3.5, which use internal and external negotiations as their main explanatory variables, provide the ideal complement to this model. The findings in figure 3.6 are consistent with my general argument. Conflicts with minor powers appear much more prone to entering periods of external negotiations, more than doubling the likelihood of such talks starting on any given day compared to wars with at least one major-power belligerent. The involvement of major or minor powers bears no meaningful connection with the onset of internal negotiations. Given that I have shown external talks to be much weaker predictors of war termination than their internal counterparts, we see that minor powers are more easily press-ganged into negotiations and that these discussions have a somewhat weak track record of producing sufficient concessions to settle the war.

Based on these results, some may conclude that the post-1945 effect is simply a consequence of more wars being between minor powers after World War II. This is not the case; roughly half of wars feature only minor powers across both periods.45 The effects related to minor powers are relevant across two centuries of fighting.



Determinants of Third-Party Pressure

My analysis of internal and external negotiations reveals valuable insights about the effects of latent pressures for peace. In particular, I produce evidence that higher latent pressures for peace from third-party actors create ideal conditions for negotiations that are likely to be insincere. Yet we must remember that third-party efforts to promote peace are not randomly assigned. States and international organizations outside a conflict are strategic actors that decide whether and when to apply pressure in hopes of spurring negotiations.46 Previous research by Jacob Bercovitch and Scott Gartner finds a negative relationship between mediation efforts and their success. Bercovitch and Gartner suggest that this initially discouraging assessment is the product of a selection effect where mediators involve themselves in the most challenging cases where chances of long-term peace are already low.47 If this argument regarding mediation is true, then my results regarding negotiations more broadly could be an artifact of third parties applying pressure in conflict scenarios that are relatively hopeless, leading to negotiations that simply have dim prospects regardless of belligerents’ sincerity. The existence of a selection effect would not wholly nullify my argument; third parties may involve themselves in more difficult conflicts while also contributing to the higher failure rate of the talks that they spearhead. Nonetheless, it is worth addressing this potential issue directly.
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Figure 3.6. Coefficient plots for multistate models of negotiation onset, disaggregated by third-party pressure. Bands represent 95 percent confidence intervals (N = 36,864).

An ideal quantitative test that would address the possibility of a selection effect would involve data that track all third-party diplomatic efforts to encourage negotiations, and not only ones that came to pass. Such data would shed light on what factors are responsible for the actual activation of external pressures in war and whether they are correlated with the intractability of a war. I can approximate such a test for post-1945 conflicts using the International Conflict Management (ICM) dataset.48 The ICM dataset is a large-scale quantitative effort by Jacob Bercovitch to document all acts of conflict management around the world between 1945 and 1999, regardless of whether they had any success.49 The dataset contains information on the first day that a conflict management effort began, as well as whether that effort ultimately produced any negotiated concessions.

The ICM dataset provides evidence that third-party diplomatic intervention attempts frequently took place in the early stages of overall conflicts. Of 151 total diplomatic interventions, 75 (49.7 percent) occurred in the first third of wars’ eventual durations, and 61 of these 75 attempts either failed to convince belligerents to negotiate or did not generate any concessions. The remaining 14 resulted in some concessions but not enough to stop hostilities. This trend of early interventions followed by a drop-off in efforts stands in tension with the selection effect story, which would predict that more diplomatic efforts should occur as a conflict lengthens.50

Figure 3.7 applies a hazard model to the daily-level data to explore what factors affect the likelihood of third parties launching diplomatic efforts. Multiple results contradict the idea that third parties choose to intervene in the bleakest moments. Tellingly, we see more evidence that wars involving minor powers—which are more susceptible to external pressure than wars involving major powers—invite far more frequent intervention attempts. The point estimate suggests that the likelihood of such an attempt is higher by a factor of 7.4 for minor-power wars relative to the baseline rate.

Meanwhile, we find no statistically significant effect for issue salience, nuclear belligerents, the total number of belligerents, or the number of completed battles—all four of which would increase complexity and thus decrease prospects for peace.


[image: The information demonstrated in this image is fully described by the caption.]
Figure 3.7. Coefficient plots for survival model of third-party diplomatic interventions in post-1945 wars. Bands represent 95 percent confidence intervals (N = 11,398).

The result for battlefield outcomes is also noteworthy. Third-party diplomatic efforts do not appear to be informed by recent or overall levels of imbalance. This is consistent with my theory’s expectation that the relationship between the battlefield and the bargaining table becomes loosened in an environment with high levels of latent pressures for peace.

Outside appeals for diplomacy appear to be more frequent in minor-power conflicts and perhaps before belligerents have a meaningful chance to fight—and thus exchange information—to the best of their abilities. It should be unsurprising that talks borne of these efforts are, at best, a weak predictor of conflict termination and liable to be abused in service of the conflict. These trends indicate that external negotiations prompted by third-party diplomatic pressures are not systematically associated with intentional intervention in the toughest cases. At least after 1945, selection effects are not responsible for my findings.

As a whole, the array of results I have presented show that outside diplomatic pressure, captured using the post-1945 liberal international order as well as distinctions between major and minor powers, is associated with higher rates of negotiations but also a lower rate of success in formulating a mutually acceptable settlement. The political, institutional, and normative environment that surrounds the belligerents plays a meaningful part in shaping belligerents’ incentives to engage in diplomacy during war. Critically, my theory and findings emphasize that the choice of whether to talk to the enemy is distinct from the choice of whether to seriously attempt to make peace with the enemy.




Two Wars between Greece and Turkey

My quantitative results, which use new data at the war-day level of analysis, reveal novel and systematic patterns regarding the strategic logic of negotiating during war. At the same time, these patterns are broad, and they are identified using coarse variables that serve as proxies for key concepts. One may wonder the extent to which external pressures are truly responsible for the occurrence and outcomes of wartime diplomacy. I buttress this claim by briefly comparing the story of negotiations in two conflicts: the Greco-Turkish War of 1897 and the Turco-Cypriot War of 1974.

I choose these cases for three reasons. First, they exist on opposite sides of the year 1945, which plays a prominent role in my empirical tests to this point. Second, the conflicts involve the same set of key states: Greece on one side and the Ottoman Empire, or Turkey starting in 1919, on the other. While three other pairs of wars also satisfy these two criteria, they also involve multiple states on at least one side in at least one war, which inhibits clean comparisons.51 Third, both wars were sparked by disputes over the control of an island with significant historical and ethnic connections to the opposing parties. The two islands central to the two conflicts are also roughly similar in size. Holding the belligerents and issues roughly constant mitigates concerns that any observed differences in negotiation behavior exist because I am comparing different pairs of states with distinct pasts, areas of disagreement, or other dyadic attributes.52


The Greco-Turkish War of 1897

For years, Greece and Turkey disagreed over the fate of Crete. An island roughly three times the size of Rhode Island, Crete rests about 150 miles southeast of mainland Greece and 200 miles southwest of mainland Turkey. Figure 3.8 illustrates the geographical relationships between the two disputants and their object of dispute.

The proximate origins of the war arose in the 1878 Congress of Berlin, which was arranged to address outstanding issues following the Russians’ victory in the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–78. The congress was led by six major European powers: Austria-Hungary, France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, and Russia. As one outcome of the diplomatic gathering, Crete, which had been under Ottoman rule since 1669, was to remain in Turkish hands but also be granted some limited political autonomy.
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Figure 3.8. Map of Crete in 1895.

Crete had deep historical roots in the Greek and Roman empires, and the majority of its population was ethnically Greek. This majority had expressed its opposition to Ottoman rule on numerous occasions, staging at least eight revolts. Being granted autonomy, many Greek Cretans sought to be unified with Greece—a state that had declared independence from the Ottoman Empire in 1830 after a yearslong war of independence. Indeed, many ethnic Greeks in Europe spent the second half of the nineteenth century fixated on the “Megali Idea” (or “Great Idea”) of liberating Greeks from Ottoman rule and restoring the Byzantine Empire.53 The Ottomans were unwilling to allow this irredentist movement to make any progress.

Over the following two decades, the Turks dragged their feet on instituting meaningful reforms.54 By early 1897, tensions between Greek Cretans and the Turkish regime reached a state of crisis. A local revolt in Canea, the island’s capital, led to an alleged massacre where Ottoman troops killed numerous civilians. Greece soon deployed warships to patrol the waters around Crete, and by February, a Greek corps numbering 1,500 under Colonel Timoleon Vassos was sent to Crete with orders to take control of the island.55 On February 14, Vassos landed at Canea and unilaterally declared that Crete was now taken in the name of Greece.56

The great powers, responsible for upholding the terms of the 1878 Congress of Berlin, were alarmed by these developments and attempted to defuse the situation. The powers sent a joint note to both the Greeks and the Turks stating that, in accordance with existing agreements, Crete could not be annexed. Greece had to withdraw its forces from the island, and in exchange, the Ottomans had to move forward with Cretan autonomy.57 By March 21, a naval squadron comprising warships and personnel from the great powers established a blockade around Crete to stop further Greek reinforcements.58 The great powers attempted one last-ditch effort on April 6, when they submitted a verbal note to both states stating that the aggressor would be held responsible for the war and would not be able to keep any gains from fighting.59 The Ottoman Empire responded to these moves with highly diplomatic language and expressed a desire for a peaceful solution, but both sides prepared for war all the same.

As weeks progressed, Greek irregular forces were repeatedly found crossing into Ottoman territory. Despite the Greek government’s denial of any association with those forces, the Porte had had enough. The sultan approved a formal declaration of war on April 17.60 The Greek ambassador at Constantinople was informed that diplomatic relations were severed, and both the general public and the great powers learned of these developments the following day.61


A Winding Road to Diplomacy

The opening days of the conflict seemed auspicious for Greece. While limited hostilities occurred in Crete itself, the main campaign took place in the region of Thessaly, a northern area of Greece that the great powers had transferred from the Ottomans in the 1881 Convention of Constantinople. Upon declaring war, the Ottoman Empire deployed troops, under the command of Edhem Pasha, into Thessaly. Edhem Pasha would soon encounter Crown Prince Constantine of Greece, who commanded Greece’s troops. Between April 17 and 18, Turkish forces were temporarily repulsed by approximately 1,200 Greeks situated in the mountains near the village of Nezeros.62 Two days later, once Crown Prince Constantine received reinforcements, he moved north and managed to reclaim the town of Vigla from Turkish forces by launching a heavy artillery bombardment.

But these victories would not last. The Greek army was poorly organized and equipped, and it was managed by substandard officers who tended to retreat from hostilities.63 On April 18, Turkish forces had taken control of the Meluna Pass, which was essential to north–south movement. On April 22 and 23, Edhem Pasha amassed his forces near the town of Mati (in the northern part of Thessaly) and defeated the Greeks. Between the twenty-third and twenty-fifth, both Greek soldiers and civilians fled from the town of Tyrnavos and the city of Larissa, which was Constantine’s headquarters during the war. Greek forces were eventually forced to retreat further south to the towns of Velestino and Pharsalus.

Reports on these developments caused alarm in Athens and also among the great powers, which were all taken aback by Greece’s disastrous military prospects. Around the time Mati fell to the Turks, Greek officials relayed to the powers their interest in talks but refused to make this request on their own. Some form of external pressure would thus be necessary to instigate talks. Officials from France, Great Britain, and Russia discussed the possibility of offering terms of peace and mediation services to the belligerents. But the great powers did not fully agree on what preconditions they would require of the belligerents in order to move forward with diplomatic intervention. A week and a half passed between the first internal discussions on a mediation offer and the making of the actual offer itself. Emperor Wilhelm II of Germany created the highest barriers to diplomatic outreach, insisting that Greece had to admit defeat, withdraw all forces from Crete, and, in the emperor’s own words, “throw herself at the mercy of the Powers.”64 The great powers excluding Germany signed a démarche offering to mediate on May 6.

While the great powers had discussed the terms for mediation among themselves for almost two weeks, Greece’s military prospects cratered further. A total of 13,000 Turkish soldiers encountered a less well-equipped collection of 9,000 Greeks in Velestino on April 30.65 The Turks were initially repulsed after an ill-fated cavalry charge that cost at least 1,200 casualties.66

In the brief lull after this attack, Greek officials—growing increasingly anxious about their battlefield fortunes—privately informed the great powers on May 3 that Greece was interested in talks, but that they “would like the initiative to be taken by the Great Powers” in order to provide political cover for the government in Athens.67 The Greeks would have to wait three more days for the great powers to make this offer.

This waiting period came at a significant cost. On May 5, Turkish forces initiated a new assault at Velestino. The clash was costly for both sides but also depleted the Greek soldiers’ ammunition. Contemporaneous to this second attack, the Ottoman army launched a major assault in Pharsalus. The simultaneous battles were overwhelming for the Greeks, who on May 5 and 6 were forced to abandon both Velestino and Pharsalus and head further south to Domokos.68

It was now evident that Greece’s fortunes were doomed. On May 8, the government in Athens agreed to the great powers’ demands, including Germany’s additional requirement that all Greek troops be withdrawn from Crete.69 Two days later, Greece also distributed a statement that pledged to recognize Crete’s autonomy—yet another precondition added by Germany at the last second. Greece’s willingness to accept these increasingly humiliating terms was a testament to how hopeless the military cause had become. The great powers presented these updates to the Ottomans on May 12 and requested Turkish assent to mediation. Five days later, Constantine staged one last battle against the converging Turkish forces in Domokos. Edhem Pasha forced the Greeks into one final retreat before the Ottomans agreed to a ceasefire and great-power mediation.

Greece’s fervor and enthusiasm over the Megali Idea was ultimately not matched by Greece’s military capabilities to realize it. On May 20, thirty-two days after hostilities began, Greek and Turkish representatives met to negotiate near Lamia, only a handful of miles south of the final battle in Domokos. An armistice was immediately signed that day, formally ending hostilities and the war, which had taken the lives of approximately two thousand soldiers across both sides.70 The preliminaries of peace were signed in Constantinople on September 18, and the official Treaty of Constantinople was signed on December 4.71 Over the coming months, the great powers used their weight to shape specific terms regarding territory, indemnities, and political arrangements in Crete. All were unfavorable to Greece. A small portion of Thessaly was given to the Ottomans, and Greece was ordered to pay a large indemnity to the Turks. An international commission would be created to manage the Greek economy and ensure that this indemnity was paid.72 In exchange, the Turks would grant authority over Crete to an internationally supervised protectorate.



Little Choice but to Accept Defeat

The Greco-Turkish War of 1897 offers a useful illustration of an environment with relatively weaker latent external pressures for peace. This is not to argue, however, that a peace lobby did not exist in the pre-1945 era. The great powers viewed themselves as guarantors of a fragile order in Europe, and they made efforts both to prevent the war and to mediate a diplomatic resolution between Greece and Turkey. Given how reticent the Greeks were to make a request for peace, it is quite possible that the war would have continued beyond May 20 if the great powers had not become involved. Indeed, the sultan appears to have stopped hostilities following the battle at Domokos because of an urgent entreaty by Tsar Nicholas II of Russia.73 Turkish troops may have kept marching toward Athens if not for great-power pressure.74

Yet at the same time, the process the great powers navigated to determine the terms for mediation was slow and fractured. The powers were all uneasy about the “Eastern question” of how the European order would be revised if the waning Ottoman Empire eventually collapsed. Seeking to avoid a new crisis in southeastern Europe, but also deeply suspicious of one another’s motives, the great powers moved deliberately and in hopes of maintaining a consensus diplomatic position.75 In that light, Germany’s constant insistence on imposing more onerous preconditions on Greece delayed the powers’ ability to relay a unified offer of mediation. The official démarche eventually agreed on by the five other powers was circulated on May 6, which was almost 60 percent of the way into the war’s eventual duration.

Greece’s diplomatic behavior attests to the perceived costs that belligerents face when considering peace talks. News of battlefield losses in late April were so politically costly that Prime Minister Theodoros Deliyiannis was pushed into resigning on the twenty-seventh.76 The new government led by Dimitrios Rallis was eager to stop the war and arguably had a mandate to do so.77 Nevertheless, newly appointed Greek foreign minister Stefanos Skouloudis could send the aforementioned message only on May 3, and he mentioned that domestic tumult disallowed the government in Athens from making the first move and that the powers had to publicly intervene first. When Edhem Pasha’s forces overtook Domokos and pushed toward Athens, the Rallis government still did not publicly announce an interest in negotiations. Officials instead pleaded with the great powers to intervene on May 19, which likely led Tsar Nicholas II to help stop the Turkish advance.78 The fact that the Greeks had to implore the great powers to push for diplomacy—as opposed to a hypothetical world where the Greeks constantly refused the great powers’ appeals for diplomacy—indicates the relatively weak pressures for peace that the great powers were placing directly on the belligerents, as well as the urgency that Greece felt to end a futile war.

Hypothesis 1 derived from my theory suggests that when external pressures are relatively low, negotiations should be infrequent but also sincere and likely to end hostilities when they do take place. Moreover, Hypothesis 3 predicts that negotiations should be more likely to end hostilities when the battlefield trends in one side’s favor. Both implications are borne out in this war. The armistice talks on May 20 almost immediately ended hostilities because Greece saw no other options at that point. Even though Greece managed to maintain the facade that the great powers had imposed diplomacy on both parties, the military circumstances for Greece were dire. The terms did not pose any existential threat to Greece and exchanged very little territory, partially because the great powers did not want to rattle the status quo ante bellum. Greece’s punishments were mainly financial, economic, political, and reputational. The fact that the Athenian government accepted these embarrassing and repentant conditions was a visible testament to its desperate situation. Negotiations were perceived by the belligerents as highly costly to initiate on their own and required a very clear battlefield trend that overshadowed the risks inherent to seeking diplomacy. Talks were therefore slow to start, but because such acute circumstances were necessary for negotiations to occur in the first place, they also brought the war to a swift end.




The Turco-Cypriot War of 1974

Seventy-seven years after a war over the island of Crete, Greece and Turkey found themselves in another struggle over another island: Cyprus. That island, about 3,500 square miles in size, is slightly larger than Crete. Although figure 3.8 is primarily meant to identify Crete, Cyprus is the other large island to the east. Figure 3.9 provides a more detailed view.


[image: Figure 3.9. The map of Cyprus illustrates geographic control of the island by different entities in 1973. Greek Cypriots occupy the vast majority of the island. Turkish Cypriots have smaller enclaves scattered around the island. Two British bases are established on the southern coast. The capital city of Nicosia sits inside a United Nations buffer zone that winds across the length of Cyprus.]
Figure 3.9. Map of Cyprus.

Cyprus was settled by Greeks several thousand years ago, and numerous empires took control of the island over the centuries. Between 1571 and 1878, Cyprus was part of the Ottoman Empire. The same Congress of Berlin in 1878 that set the stage for the 1897 Greco-Turkish War in Crete played a significant role in Cyprus as well. In a secret agreement during the congress, the British obtained administrative control of Cyprus in exchange for establishing military bases to defend the Ottomans from the Russian Empire.79 The United Kingdom would subsequently annex the island from the declining Ottoman Empire, abrogating the agreement, in 1911.

As a consequence of Cyprus’s history, the vast majority of the island’s population was Greek. Many Greek Cypriots sought to unite Cyprus with Greece—an idea known as enosis (“union” in Greek). In 1955, some Greek Cypriots formed a nationalist paramilitary organization called EOKA (the Greek acronym for National Organization of Cypriot Fighters) to realize this goal. Turkish Cypriots, many of whom had sought to divide Cyprus between Greece and Turkey (taksim, which means “division” in Turkish), became worried that enosis would turn them into a highly vulnerable minority group. Growing concerns about the risk of war led Greece, Turkey, and the United Kingdom to agree that the best solution would be to allow Cyprus to become its own state.

The resulting 1960 Treaty of Guarantee between Cyprus, Greece, Turkey, and the United Kingdom prohibited Cyprus from uniting with any other state, guaranteed the integrity and security of Cyprus, and assigned the three non-Cypriot parties as guarantors of this arrangement.80 The Republic of Cyprus came into being on August 16, 1960, and the nation’s first president was Archbishop Makarios III—a fervent and influential champion of enosis.

Continuing ethnic tensions posed an immediate challenge to the new state’s stability. Upon independence, approximately 78 percent of the population was Greek, and 18 percent was Turkish.81 The Cypriot constitution of 1960 attempted to divide power between these two groups to ensure that each had a voice in government. Turkish Cypriots were given 30 percent of all government positions and would make up 40 percent of the army. The vice president would be a Turkish Cypriot, and both the president and vice president were granted wide-ranging veto powers.82

Pro-enosis Greek Cypriots grew increasingly frustrated by inhibitions to their dreams. In December 1963, Greek Cypriots attempted to push through a series of constitutional amendments that would strip the Turkish Cypriots of their political rights. A civil conflict erupted between the end of 1963 and the summer of 1964. The United Nations established a peacekeeping force in Cyprus (UNFICYP) as well as a buffer zone known as the “Green Line,” which divided the island into northern and southern regions, in an attempt to strike a ceasefire in December 1963. These efforts had limited effects. Many Turkish Cypriots were pushed into the Turkish quarter of Nicosia (the capital city), and others lost or abandoned their property. In June 1964, the Greek Cypriots in government unilaterally established the National Guard in an attempt to consolidate all military power on the island under Greek control.

Makarios’s government spent the next few years uninterested in enosis. Several factors contributed to this apparent reversal in policy preferences. First, a sudden economic boom for Greek Cypriots set them on a better trajectory than citizens in Greece.83 Second, Greece was overtaken by a military dictatorship under Georgios Papadopoulos between 1967 and 1973. Third, Makarios appeared to enjoy being president and was loath to give up this role, which he would have to do if Cyprus was incorporated into the Greek state.84

Extreme Greek nationalists banded together with elements of the military junta in Greece and guerrilla organizations in Cyprus to effect unification by force. Several unsuccessful assassination attempts failed to eliminate the archbishop, who continued to seek harsher measures against the Turkish Cypriots while making no steps toward enosis. Many of these attacks were staged by members of the armed organization EOKA B, a revival of EOKA that was created in 1971 by General Georgios Grivas, another influential figure in the enosis movement, who died in 1974. On November 25, 1973, Papadopoulos was tossed from power in Greece during a military coup by Dimitrios Ioannidis. Ioannidis and his compatriots had more direct connections to Cyprus and had served under Grivas in the past. The new military regime in Greece took action to remove Makarios from power and to press forward with enosis. On July 15, Ioannidis used the Cypriot National Guard to stage a military coup d’état that caused Makarios to flee the island. The Guard installed Nikos Sampson, a journalist and radical pro-enosis nationalist, as president of the new regime.

Turkey had watched developments in Cyprus over the last thirteen years with great consternation, but Makarios’s lack of interest in unification had kept the Turks from interfering in Cypriot affairs. The July 15 coup was a bridge too far. Turkish prime minister Bülent Ecevit conferred with British prime minister Harold Wilson, invoking the obligations of the 1960 Treaty of Guarantee to convince the UK to help restore the Makarios regime. Ecevit requested that Turkish forces be allowed to use the existing British bases to enter Cyprus and protect the Turkish Cypriots. The UK declined—an outcome Ecevit fully expected. A day later, on July 18, Ecevit spoke with US officials and enumerated Turkey’s demands: a withdrawal of Greek officers from Cyprus, the admission of Turkish troops in Cyprus, and equal rights for Greek and Turkish Cypriots. The Ioannidis government refused to consider such terms.85 Exhausting its diplomatic options, Turkey took unilateral military action.86 Around six o’clock in the morning on July 20, Turkish forces initiated their first military operation, landing near Kyrenia on the north shore of the island. The Turkish government informed the UN, US, and UK of its intentions to honor the Treaty of Guarantee by intervening on Turkish Cypriots’ behalf.87 Turkish troops faced significant resistance from both Greek and Greek Cypriot forces. Realizing an invasion was at hand, Greece mobilized within hours and moved some troops to the Greek-Turkish border. The war for Cyprus had begun.


High Pressures, Constant Diplomacy

External pressures to end the conflict and return to diplomacy were both immediate and sizable. The day the war began, the United Nations Security Council unanimously adopted Resolution 353, demanding the withdrawal of all foreign military personnel and calling on the belligerents to “enter into negotiations without delay for the restoration of peace.”88 For weeks, Secretary of Defense and National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger had been concerned with developments in Cyprus. He frequently corresponded with British foreign secretary James Callaghan to discuss diplomatic strategies to manage the conflict. With President Nixon fixated on political fallout from the Watergate scandal (which would lead to his resignation on August 9, in the middle of the war), Kissinger deployed Under Secretary of State Joseph Sisco to join Callaghan and meet Ecevit with the intention of offering a four-point request to cease further hostilities.

Collective efforts by Sisco and Callaghan were significant enough to push both Greece and Turkey to accept a nominal ceasefire while representatives met to start negotiations in Geneva. When the ceasefire came into effect on July 22, the Turks had captured only about 3 percent of Cyprus. Attempting to place more weight on diplomacy, NATO officials staged a ninety-minute emergency meeting immediately following the ceasefire and publicly urged Greece and Turkey to bring fighting to a halt and enter “prompt and successful discussions” to prevent matters from “threaten[ing] the existence of the alliance.”89 A coup in Greece on the same day, as well as the removal of Nicos Sampson from power in Cyprus a day later, delayed the start of talks by three days.

The Geneva conference commenced on July 25. Diplomats from Greece and Turkey—led by Greek foreign minister George Mavros and Turkish foreign minister Turan Güneş, respectively—were guided through mediation by Callaghan. With hostilities somewhat paused, Callaghan attempted to forge a more permanent peace. As talks proceeded for several days, however, it became obvious that the two sides’ positions were far apart and unlikely to appreciably change. The three states could not even agree on whether the Geneva talks were taking place because those states were the guarantors of the 1960 Treaty of Guarantee or because they had been pushed into talks by Resolution 353. Greece sought an immediate cessation of Turkey’s military activities and the withdrawal of troops to prewar positions. Turkey had no intention of reversing its gains. On the eve of talks, Ecevit publicly declared that “Turkish presence on the island is now irrevocably established.”90 Turkey frequently violated the ceasefire based on the claim that Turkish Cypriots and Turkish soldiers were being attacked.91 Ecevit’s government demanded that all Turkish Cypriot enclaves be reverted back to the prewar status quo, that Turkish troops should be allowed to remain on the island with no limits on further reinforcements, and that Turkish Cypriots should be granted full autonomy.92 A request by the Greeks for a map of a provisional ceasefire line was also rejected.

Nevertheless, by July 30, the Geneva conference ended with a joint declaration among all parties and shaped by both the UK and the US, calling for a ceasefire, security zones, exchange of military prisoners and civilians, a gradual reduction of armed forces on the island, and further negotiations to begin on August 8. Critical questions regarding the size of the security zone and the responsibilities of the UNFICYP in administering this peace were not resolved and were instead pushed to the second round of talks. Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot representatives would be invited to the next negotiations. Even though the declaration was meant to be only preliminary and tentative in nature, it still contained some noteworthy language. Importantly for the Turkish Cypriots, the declaration “noted the existence in practice in the Republic of Cyprus of two autonomous administrations.” The document emphasized that this observation would not bring “any prejudice to the conclusions to be drawn from the situation,” but it was clear that enosis was likely off the table.93

Turkey’s ability to dictate many terms in Geneva was a testament to its superior military position. An initial contingent of 750 Turkish soldiers in Cyprus, placed there in the past, was first reinforced with 8,000 more soldiers and ultimately expanded to a final total of 40,000 troops with two hundred tanks.94 The Greeks mustered approximately 14,000 men but were unable to properly reinforce or resupply them when their ships were intercepted and destroyed by Turkish vessels. Turkey pressed this advantage over the course of negotiations. The five days of talks in Geneva had quieted the battlefield, but the ceasefire was repeatedly violated by the Turks. The Turkish army made numerous advances between July 25 and 29. On the twenty-ninth, Turkish troops warned UN peacekeepers to leave their camps near Kyrenia. Between July 29 and August 1, Turkey took its time in demarcating the front line as required by the joint declaration, using the opportunity to make more territorial gains without much Greek resistance.95 S. J. L. Olver, British higher commissioner in Cyprus, noted on August 1 that it was “clear that until we get a cease fire line demarcated and properly policed, the Turkish military will go on extending their area.”96 Olver and other observers were not wrong. Between the two Geneva conferences, Turkish forces pressed westward with minimal resistance. The demarcation committee, which was tasked with determining the demarcation line mentioned in the July 30 declaration, found significant differences between lines as they stood on July 30 and where they stood during the committee’s first meeting three days later. Turkish troops also began to forcibly evict and relocate Greek Cypriots from newly “liberated” areas on August 3. Greek Cypriots were firmly told that they would never return.97 These efforts, which were human rights violations on their own, were also paired with other atrocities such as kidnapping, rape, forced starvation, and murder of civilians.98

When a second round of talks began on August 8, Turkey had increased its territorial control of Cyprus from 3 percent to about 15 percent.99 A confident Turkish delegation returned to the language of the July 30 declaration and proposed that Cyprus become a republic with two administrative autonomous regions. The northern region would be Turkish, the southern region would be Greek, and all Cypriots would need to relocate to these respective areas. A new constitution would be necessary for this arrangement. The Greek delegation refused this idea and insisted on reverting back to and potentially amending the 1960 constitution. On August 11, with the indirect prodding of Henry Kissinger in Washington, Turkey made a new proposal involving the establishment of several autonomous Turkish Cypriot cantons around Cyprus. Since both the partition and canton plans granted about 30 percent of the island to the Turkish Cypriots, the Greeks balked at both proposals.100 The same day, the Greeks also noted with concern that Turkish aircraft and military appeared to be mobilizing.101 Desperate mediation by both Callaghan and Kissinger on August 13 and 14 produced no further compromises. According to Glafcos Clerides, the temporary president of Cyprus after Nico Sampson’s removal, no Greek Cypriot could accept the Turks’ terms “in 15 days or even in 15 years. The geographical limits were inconceivable.”102

At 2:25 on the morning of August 14, the Geneva talks failed. Turkish air fighters began bombing the capital city of Nicosia hours later.103 Reinforced Turkish troops proceeded to make a largely unopposed advance down Cyprus until they reached the buffer zone (the Green Line) that the UN had established in 1963. The northern half of Cyprus, or about 38 percent of the island’s total area, was effectively under Turkish control.104 On August 16, Security Council Resolution 360 formally disapproved of Turkey’s actions and urged all parties to comply with Resolution 353. By that point, Turkey had obtained its objective of securing an autonomous region for Turkish Cypriots, and the government in Ankara therefore agreed to the ceasefire mandated in Resolution 353. The war ended twenty-seven days after it began, with at least six thousand Greek Cypriots, one thousand Turkish Cypriots, and three hundred Turkish soldiers dead.105 In the coming weeks and months, about fifty thousand Turkish Cypriots were displaced to the north, while two hundred thousand Greek Cypriots fled south.106



Negotiation Theater

In contrast to the Greco-Turkish War of 1897, the Turco-Cypriot War shows what happens in an environment with strong latent external pressures for peace. Serious diplomatic force was triggered on the first day of the war. The United Nations immediately launched into action by adopting Resolution 353, which called for the territorial integrity of Cyprus, the withdrawal of foreign military, a ceasefire, negotiations by the three guarantor states, and cooperation with the existing peacekeeping mission on the island. While Turkey did not accede to Resolution 353 until August 16, the resolution’s existence loomed over talks at Geneva. One of the first joint press releases distributed during the Geneva conference explicitly mentioned all three parties’ commitment—however genuine it may or may not have been—to upholding Resolution 353.107

Regardless of the resolution, the largest direct sources of diplomatic pressure came from the United Kingdom and the United States.108 The Geneva talks occurred on the sixth day of the war, 22 percent of the way into the conflict’s overall duration, and one-third of the total conflict would involve formal talks between the belligerents. A prominent feature of the Anglo-American diplomatic effort was its lack of coordination. Both parties eagerly sought peace but had differing views on the scale and nature of that peace. Callaghan, serving as the official mediator, aimed to produce a stable ceasefire in order to allow the Cypriots to determine their own political solution. Kissinger, who was communicating with the belligerents directly from outside the Geneva talks, believed no peace was possible without a broader agreement that included a long-term constitutional arrangement that would grant Turkey some protections and concessions.109 Though Kissinger introduced the idea of a cantonal arrangement to Ecevit on August 11, Callaghan learned of this proposal only when the Turkish ambassador to the UN mentioned it later that day. Callaghan angrily called the State Department, saying he “was not prepared to be a dummy in the middle.”110 Callaghan favored a plan that cleanly separated Greek and Turkish Cypriots. He therefore addressed the cantonal idea when other delegations mentioned it but made clear his fear that numerous cantons scattered around the island would increase the likelihood of conflict. Unlike in the 1897 war, however, policy differences between the third parties did not stop them from pressing the belligerents to settle, even if in slightly different directions.

In retrospect, the policy rifts that emerged during the Anglo-American push for a negotiated peace were immaterial in that they did not acknowledge a fundamental truth: Turkey had no interest in a diplomatic settlement. Talks in Geneva took place before the belligerents reached a common understanding of how the war would unfold. The Greeks, British, and Americans did not observe sufficient information to realize Turkey’s serious ability and willingness to accomplish its goals by unilateral force. During a meeting on July 21, one day before both belligerents agreed to a ceasefire and talks, and at the point when Turks controlled only 3 percent of the island, Kissinger suggested that the Turks were “doing lousy militarily.”111 Weeks later, the Greeks still appeared to have a weak understanding of Turkey’s military capabilities. Officials balked at the Turks’ cantonal proposal on the basis that it would grant too much of the island—34 percent—to the Turkish Cypriots.112 This Turkish proposal came with an ultimatum, which neither the government in Athens nor the one in Washington appeared to take seriously. The fact that Turkey ultimately seized almost 40 percent of Cyprus shows that most actors did not fully grasp what Turkey could accomplish. Negotiations that took place at this point in the conflict, before belligerents could fully activate their military capabilities, were unlikely to produce any self-enforcing peace.

My theory predicts that when external pressures are high and amounts of information from recent fighting are somewhat limited, negotiations will be relatively frequent but also used insincerely to further belligerents’ war aims; such is the synthesis of Hypotheses 2 and 3. The Turco-Cypriot War bears this out. Constant diplomatic efforts by the United Kingdom and United States made it difficult for Greece and Turkey to sidestep negotiations. Efforts to avoid being pressured by third parties, which included a Turkish attempt to not grant clearance to a plane that was transporting Under Secretary of State Sisco to Ankara,113 were not successful. On multiple occasions during the Geneva talks, Callaghan and Kissinger also persuaded both sides to stay at the bargaining table longer than they originally intended.

Although Kissinger and many in the State Department sought negotiations, others in Washington feared that diplomacy would only exacerbate the war. Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger, in particular, opposed the first round of Geneva negotiations due to concerns that the Turks would “bring in more troops under a ceasefire, reinforce here and there. That would change the whole picture.”114 The Turks not only reinforced troops in Cyprus but made significant territorial gains in violation of the ceasefire.

At the same time, Greece attempted to drag its feet during the July session in Geneva. Greek officials knew that the issue of Cyprus would go to the United Nations in early August. Consequently, Mavros’s delegation chose to offer very few concessions, instead hoping that they could use late July and early August to reinvigorate their military while going on an international campaign to frame Turkey as a military occupier. The Greeks hoped that global disapproval of Turkey would produce a new Security Council resolution that might force Turkey to pull back.115

The second round of negotiations in Geneva exhibited even more insincere behavior. Greece continued to use talks to reshape public sentiment against Turkey. Indeed, by early August, reports of Turkish atrocities were swiftly souring global support for Turkey.116 Güneş expressed concerns that the new iteration of Geneva talks were being used by the Greeks to, in the New York Times’ words, “stall for time, to wall in the Turkish force with barbed wire and to diminish its effectiveness.”117

Turkey’s accusations toward Greece may have been a form of projection. Political observers at the time suspected that Turkey was worried that protracted talks would enervate its bargaining position (which it knew was worsening due to international condemnation of Turkish troops’ human rights violations) while allowing the Greeks and Greek Cypriots to recover both militarily and diplomatically.118 Critically, Turkey also entered talks with an exit option in mind.119 In the first week of August, Ecevit told Güneş that the military would be fully prepared for its next offensive in the next two or three days.120 As such, if the Greeks and British did not accept Turkey’s demands, Ecevit would furtively inform Güneş that troops were ready to go and that negotiations could continue but that the Cyprus affair would be resolved militarily. When Güneş was told on August 11 that Ecevit said “Ayşe [Güneş’s daughter] should go on vacation,” the encrypted message was sent.121 Talks would continue, but mainly to go through the motions of diplomacy and to allay suspicions about Turkey’s increasingly obvious troop mobilizations. Callaghan would later write in his memoir that Güneş constantly used stall tactics to gain time for Turkey to engage in military activity.122 The government in Ankara therefore used discussions in Geneva to improve its reversion outcome. Once talks were terminated on August 14, Turkey was fully prepared to realize military victory.

The war would have likely proceeded differently in the absence of diplomatic pressure. Greece and Turkey would have been far less inclined to negotiate and may have refused to talk completely. The vast policy differences between Athens and Ankara during the first Geneva round further suggests that neither side would have reasonably sought to negotiate with the other only days into the war. Both Mavros and Güneş informed Callaghan that the highly unstable domestic environments in their respective countries (including the collapse of the military junta in Greece on July 23) prevented them from making significant concessions.123 The ceasefire and negotiation between late July and mid-August were highly unlikely to have emerged organically without pressures from the UN, UK, and US. Despite numerous Turkish violations, the ceasefire significantly quieted the battlefield and gave both sides an opportunity to regroup.

To be sure, Greece and especially Turkey could have managed to replenish their military forces in the absence of negotiations. Turkey almost assuredly would have accomplished its objectives by force without spending any time talking to the UK or US. Nevertheless, the relative decline of active hostilities gave Turkey more breathing room to expand and organize its military presence to forty thousand men on its own terms, enabling more brutal and systematic atrocities against Greek Cypriots. Negotiations also had political consequences. Floating proposals and having Turkey reject them helped contribute to Greece’s campaign to publicly vilify Turkey and pressure Ecevit’s government to potentially pull its troops back. Greece did not succeed on this front, but that does not negate the fact that an attempt was made. Turkey was afforded the opportunity to (somewhat erroneously) justify its ceasefire violations as responses to Greek Cypriot aggression and to suggest that military action was reluctantly chosen as a last resort because Greece and the United Kingdom refused to compromise.

It is worth noting that Turkey’s war objectives did not appreciably change during the entire conflict. On August 10, the Turkish government outlined its bargaining demands in an article in the newspaper Milliyet. The proposal involved a united republic with two autonomous regions and an allocation of 30 percent of Cyprus to the Turkish Cypriots. These terms were essentially the same as what British intelligence officials had reported on July 19 before the invasion began.124 Turkey was thus highly unlikely to have tried seizing a larger portion of Cyprus if mediation never occurred. In sum, negotiations during the Turco-Cypriot War likely inflamed political animosities, prolonged the conflict, and worsened humanitarian suffering without changing the war’s ultimate outcome. Wartime diplomacy, when deployed at inopportune moments, may have hurt more than it helped.





Placing Excessive Pressure on the Wound

This chapter has painted a multifaceted picture of wartime diplomacy. Factors both beyond and within an individual conflict have consequential effects on the initiation of negotiations as well as their likelihood of resolving wars.

My quantitative analysis has demonstrated that latent pressures for peace, embodied by the bevy of peace-centric institutions and the relationships that belligerents have with outside actors, broadly define how the act of negotiating can damage or improve a party’s reversion outcome. Those pressures thus shape a belligerent’s willingness to talk to the enemy. Wars that take place after 1945, as well as wars featuring only minor powers, undergo more frequent but unproductive negotiations. The day-to-day developments on the battlefield, which sculpt expectations about the trajectory of hostilities, further modulate whether diplomacy is sought sincerely or insincerely. Quiet and indeterminate phases of fighting offer little incentive for belligerents to settle using their words. It is when recent fighting reveals a clear trend in one belligerent’s favor that any diplomatic interactions that do take place are more likely to be sincere and promptly lead to a settlement. New data, which capture conflicts at a level of granularity not yet seen in quantitative studies of war, were necessary to identify and explore these dynamics across two hundred years of conflict.

Comparisons of two wars between Greece and Turkey illustrate the importance of latent external pressures and the battlefield in more vivid terms. When third parties do relatively little to push belligerents toward diplomacy, as was the case with the great powers during the Greco-Turkish War of 1897, the states do not start talking until hostilities have provided enough information to change the diplomatic calculus. Greece overcame its concern about looking weak only when a series of battles made its weakness self-evident. Talks hastily brought the war to an end in the Ottomans’ favor. In contrast, in the Turco-Cypriot War of 1974, the same two states were subjected to constant pressures to negotiate. Mediation in Geneva was hurried and persistent and brought the belligerents to the table long before any parties had a clear understanding of the war’s likely trajectory. The talks, as well as the pockets of peace they helped create, enabled both Greece and Turkey to adjust their political and military strategies in hopes of improving their reversion outcomes when diplomacy foundered. These machinations failed to stop Turkey from achieving its original goal of creating an autonomous Turkish region in Cyprus.

My findings both reinforce and counter existing strands of conflict scholarship. When it comes to determining whether wars continue or conclude, the battlefield remains supreme. Bargaining models of war have consistently made the case that fighting provides the information necessary to resolve wars. My results reinforce that existing branch of scholarship while standing in contrast to ripeness theory, which would predict the opposite relationship between trends from fighting and negotiation onset. At the same time, my theory and analysis identify conditions in which negotiations are likely to occur yet are simultaneously unlikely to accomplish their professed objective of ending hostilities. Bargaining models of war would suggest that when a round of negotiations fails, the conflict resumes on the same path it had followed before talks began. Negotiations are presumed to have no impact on how the remainder of the conflict unfolds. Ripeness theory provides little insight into whether diplomatic talks are more or less likely to succeed in achieving peace, often implicitly assuming that negotiations presage settlement. I have shown that the frequent disjuncture between talking and settling indicates how negotiations are a much more complex and irregular activity than extant theories often presume. Diplomacy can worsen one’s reversion outcome, and the combination of this concern with latent external pressures often helps to explain belligerents’ unwillingness to talk to the enemy.

My analysis of the Turco-Cypriot War touches on the second half of my argument: whether negotiations, used insincerely and failing to produce peace, can instead produce side effects that improve an actor’s reversion outcome and the subsequent trajectory of the conflict. While the 1974 conflict provides evidence in favor of this claim, we must address it more systematically and thoroughly. This is the task of the next chapter.







4

Talking to Fight

In the previous chapter, I provided evidence that a combination of latent external pressures and battlefield trends explains a great deal of negotiation strategy. I found consistent evidence that higher latent pressures for peace lead to more frequent negotiations, regardless of belligerents’ actual desires to either stop or continue fighting. Simultaneously, a more distinct battlefield trend in one side’s favor increases the likelihood that any negotiations that do take place are sincere efforts to resolve conflict. These findings support Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 as characterized at the end of chapter 1.

While chapter 3 analyzed how battlefield activity can influence negotiation behavior, this chapter explores how negotiations can reshape the battlefield. Hypotheses 4 and 5 speak to these dynamics. This is an important test of my theory. If the only consequence of unsuccessful peace negotiations is that war continues on the same path as before talks began, then it is easier to dismiss diplomacy as a mechanical reflection of the battlefield. A core innovative claim I have made is that insincere negotiations not only fail to end hostilities but can be exploited to reshape the subsequent trajectory of conflict. Evidence that talks can affect the nature of fighting itself is therefore essential to painting a more complete picture of my conception of wartime negotiation.

This chapter provides that evidence. I first return to my quantitative data to substantiate the remaining two hypotheses derived from my theory. In support of Hypothesis 4, I confirm that periods of negotiation are associated with lower levels of active hostilities on the battlefield. The effect is especially pronounced for internal negotiations organized by the belligerents themselves. My theory suggests that these moments of relative quiet on the battlefield are natural for belligerents that sincerely want to stop fighting but also necessary for belligerents that merely want to abuse negotiations to improve their political and military position. On that note, I demonstrate that negotiations that do not result in peace are followed by battlefield trends that systematically differ from the state of fighting prior to the onset of talks. This result, which is consistent with Hypothesis 5, is novel and underscores the importance of viewing negotiations as a very real extension of war.

In the latter half of the chapter, I walk through a brief qualitative analysis of the relationship between fighting and negotiating in two conflicts: the War of the Roman Republic of 1849 and the Cenepa Valley War of 1995. Both support Hypotheses 4 and 5 but also more fully depict how belligerents can use diplomacy to directly sculpt the political and military battlefields in their favor.


Quantitative Analysis

Chapter 2 described the negotiation and battle data I have amassed to analyze ninety-two interstate conflicts between 1823 and 2003. I now use these data to investigate the relationship that negotiations have with both contemporaneous and subsequent battlefield activity.


A Quieter Battlefield

Hypothesis 4 as described in chapter 1 avers that negotiations should be associated with a lower level of active hostilities on the battlefield. I can use my quantitative negotiation and battle data to test this claim across dozens of interstate conflicts. To do so, I treat the number of active battles per war-day as the primary outcome of interest. This is a count variable, which is most appropriately analyzed using a Poisson model.1 The key explanatory variable is the occurrence of negotiations on a given war-day. Standard errors are clustered by war.

Many of the control variables I include in these models are identical to those described in chapter 3, so they will not be repeated here. Three new variables, however, become relevant when considering the impact of negotiations on active hostilities. The first is my measure of recent imbalance. My own theory and analysis suggest that it is appropriate to account for contemporaneous battlefield trends when analyzing how diplomacy affects the state of the battlefield.

The second is the existence of a formal ceasefire. Many periods of negotiation also feature ceasefires that hold alongside diplomatic bargaining. For example, during the final phases of the Saudi-Yemeni War of 1934, Ibn Saud announced a ceasefire on all fronts when also indicating his willingness to negotiate with Yemen. Saudi Arabia had the upper hand on the battlefield at the time, and talks that took place alongside a ceasefire promptly forged an agreement filled with concessions by Yemen.2 Ceasefires, by definition, are designed to pacify the battlefield. It is important to ensure that any effects I find regarding diplomacy are not simply consequences of ceasefires. I therefore include a binary variable for whether a ceasefire was active on a given war-day.

The third is the trend in the number of recent battles. One may be concerned about reverse causation: instead of negotiations leading to reduced hostilities, perhaps reduced hostilities precede negotiations. To account for this possibility, I take the number of battles that have taken place over the previous sixty days of war (or the entirety of the war to that point, whichever is closer) and determine the slope of the best-fitting line across those data. The estimated slope is a measure of an active battle trend.

Figure 4.1 reports the estimated effects from two models of active battles. The first model analyzes negotiations as a whole. The negative and statistically significant coefficient for the negotiation variable makes clear that periods of diplomacy feature quieter battlefields. Stated in more intuitive terms, the occurrence of talks is associated with a 30 percent decrease in the number of contemporaneous battles.

Other important patterns emerge upon disaggregating negotiations by whether they are internal or external. The disaggregated model shows that much of the pacifying effect of negotiation is driven by internal negotiations. Internal talks have a markedly negative and statistically significant effect, while external negotiations are associated with an estimated coefficient that is close to zero and is not statistically significant. Moreover, external talks are associated with a 6 percent decrease in the number of active battles from a baseline rate, while internal talks are associated with a much larger 43 percent decrease—a sevenfold jump. A linear hypothesis test verifies that this difference between the two coefficient estimates is statistically significant as well (p << 0.01). Negotiations primarily pursued by belligerents are more likely to be reflections of sincere intentions to stop fighting. Meanwhile, talks resulting from third-party efforts will create some drawdown in hostilities but reflect a more hollow effort to find a lasting peace. This is a natural implication of my theory.

Active battle trends over the previous sixty days exhibit a positive and statistically significant relationship with the number of active battles on a given war-day. This is hardly unexpected, yet recall that the purpose of including this variable was to address concerns of reverse causality. Even after adding this measure to the regressions, we still see that negotiations have a meaningful impact on contemporaneous levels of fighting.
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Figure 4.1. Coefficient plots for Poisson models of active battles with war fixed effects. Bands represent 95 percent confidence intervals (N = 36,834).

The coefficient for ceasefires across both models is negative and slightly larger in magnitude than what I find for internal negotiations, but it is statistically significant only at the 90 percent level. Even if ceasefires were to exhibit a highly statistically significant effect, the fact that negotiations can have an impact on fighting that is comparable to that of ceasefires—agreements explicitly made to pause hostilities—merits attention. Notably, despite the common belief that negotiations are tethered to ceasefires, my data suggest that the two are only weakly related across two centuries of war.3 About 9 percent of negotiations include ceasefires, and only 30 percent of ceasefires include negotiations.

The pacifying impact of negotiations on the battlefield could be construed as evidence that the back-and-forth construct of fighting and negotiating in bargaining models of war is reasonable.4 There are three reasons this conclusion is not completely justified. First, the effect identified in my models represents a decrease in fighting rather than a complete cessation. Second, the differential effects I find for internal and external negotiations are not captured by formal models. Third, the alternation process assumes that no other aspect of the war could change during or as a consequence of a negotiation period. A core contention of my theory is that negotiations can change a belligerent’s reversion outcome even when negotiations do not yield agreement. This leads to my last set of statistical tests.



Changing Battlefield Trends

Negotiations that lead to conflict settlement reveal themselves to have been sincere efforts to forge peace. A fair share of negotiations that do not end conflicts may also be sincere, albeit misguided, efforts, but it is also likely that many of these talks are insincere ploys to buy time and revitalize one’s political and military fortunes. If insincere negotiations generally help to realize these cynical goals, then we should see evidence that the trajectory of the battlefield changes before and after talks that do not lead to war termination. This prediction is at the heart of Hypothesis 5.

To assess this prediction, I focus on a subset of my data that analyzes only war-days surrounding the 143 negotiation periods that do not terminate conflict. For each of these negotiations, I extract the sixty days prior to the start of the negotiation period and the sixty days following the end of the negotiation period.5 I compare battlefield trends on the prenegotiation days with those on postnegotiation days to see whether the battlefield has systematically changed trajectory. My main explanatory variable is a straightforward indicator for whether a war-day occurs in the sixty-day postnegotiation window following the cessation of talks.6 Since I am making direct comparisons of temporal windows within wars, it is not necessary to include a complete battery of controls. I do, however, add two. The first captures any concurrent negotiation taking place within a sixty-day window. The second is a simple linear time trend variable, which accounts for the possibility that some changes on the battlefield are simply consequences of time. I return to this point later in this section.

Figure 4.2 displays the results of several regression models that analyze differences in battlefield activity on the sixty days before and after all negotiations that do not end a conflict. For now, I focus on estimates depicted in black, which represent models that include all negotiation periods. The first model, which looks at differences surrounding all negotiations, exhibits a positive and statistically significant coefficient for the postnegotiation period. This is consistent with Hypothesis 5. If I calculate the variance of the recent imbalance measure within each war, I find that the median value of these variances is 0.594. As such, the coefficient for the postnegotiation period, 0.225, represents a sizable shift on the battlefield.

The fact that negotiations have this prominent effect on subsequent hostilities is conspicuous. If this dynamic indeed exists, it has significant theoretical and policymaking implications and thus demands further investigation. We can better understand this relationship and how it is manifested on the battlefield by replicating the analysis using two alternate measures of battlefield activity. Each provides additional insight into precisely how fighting changes after talks end.


The War Target’s Rally

The first is my measure of momentum. Recall from chapter 2 that this is simply the recent imbalance measure before taking its absolute value. Momentum takes a positive value when recent battlefield trends favor the war initiator and a negative value when trends favor the target. The second model in figure 4.2 indicates that the upswing in recent imbalance is reflective of battlefield trends that tilt toward the war target’s advantage. The point estimate for the postnegotiation period is –0.232. For reference, the median value for momentum within wars is 0.805.

The fact that battlefield trends undergo a reversal of fortune for the target dovetails with an array of research on the importance of the first-mover advantage in war. By having the ability to select the time, place, and manner in which to begin hostilities, war initiators have a vital chance to choose conditions that optimize their likelihood of success.7 Targets may not expect to fight, or they may be unable to predict when, where, or how an initial attack will occur. Initiators can exploit this window of opportunity during which their opponent is not fully prepared or mobilized.8 Clausewitz highlights the importance of initially waylaying the opponent through “plans and dispositions, especially those concerning the distribution of forces” so that opening combat “confuses the enemy and lowers its morale.”9 Sun-Tzu makes a similar point in The Art of War: “Whoever is first in the field and awaits the coming of the enemy, will be fresh for the fight; whoever is second in the field and has to hasten to battle will arrive exhausted. Therefore the clever combatant imposes his will on the enemy, but does not allow the enemy’s will to be imposed on him.”10 In other words, the first-mover advantage exploits the initial and temporary disparity between an opponent’s potential capabilities and its mobilized capabilities. Negotiations can therefore play a crucial role in allowing some war targets to mitigate their second-mover disadvantage by buying time to more fully mobilize their military forces and adjust both their political and military strategies.
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Figure 4.2. Coefficient plots for OLS models of changes in battlefield outcomes after failed negotiations, using a sixty-day temporal window. Bands represent 95 percent confidence intervals.



Lining Up with Prewar Expectations

Results based on recent imbalance and momentum show that the battlefield tends to shift in one side’s favor following failed negotiations. Another factor we may want to consider is the extent to which the outcomes of fighting are consistent with belligerents’ expectations from before the war began. Scholars frequently note that actors’ strategic choices are influenced by prewar beliefs.11 My ability to gauge this consistently across dozens of interstate wars is limited, but one plausible measure is the CINC ratio, which I use as a control variable in the previous chapter. Recall that the CINC ratio is based on the Composite Index of National Capability measure from the National Material Capabilities dataset.12 I sum the annual CINC measures for all active belligerents on each side in the war, accounting for the entry or exit of individual states. I then divide the war initiator’s total score by the sum of both sides’ scores. Values close to 0 reflect wars with more capable war targets, while values close to 1 indicate more capable war initiators. To be sure, actors do not have complete information regarding all parties’ material capabilities, but we can at least assume that there is enough commonly observable information for both sides to have a somewhat similar understanding of each side’s relative strength.13

These values must then be compared to a measure of observed battlefield outcomes. To produce this, I use my battle data to calculate what proportion of battles have been won by the war initiator up to that day in the conflict. As with the CINC ratio, proportions close to 0 or 1 reflect fighting that favors the war target or war initiator, respectively. By taking the absolute value of the difference between the CINC ratio and observed proportions from fighting, I can measure the degree of inconsistency between expected and observed outcomes. When inconsistency is close to 0, the proportion of battles won by each side perfectly aligns with what we might expect based on their material capabilities. Increasingly higher values suggest a widening gap between expectations and reality.

The third model in figure 4.2 reflects how levels of inconsistency change around failed negotiations. The results are noteworthy. Talks are followed by battlefield developments that decrease the level of inconsistency. In other words, fighting becomes more consistent with prewar expectations. The average variance in the inconsistency measure within wars is 0.005. The estimated coefficient of –0.013 for all negotiations, despite sounding small, is substantively significant.

These findings underscore the importance that material capabilities indeed have on the consequences of fighting. Pauses from diplomacy allow more of the belligerents’ dormant abilities to be realized, which leads subsequent battlefield activity to more closely reflect each side’s underlying strength. The average level of my inconsistency measure on the last day of war, however, is 0.318—a sizable number on a 0-to-1 scale. Many conflicts end on the back of fighting that does not align very closely with the material resources each side can bring to bear. This discrepancy could reflect the fact that the CINC measure is a flawed predictor of war outcomes.14 It may also indicate how the bargaining range expands due to the costs of fighting, permitting agreements that are not directly aligned with prewar expectations. Yet this still provides evidence that a costly lottery approach to understanding war may not be sufficient. The ebbs and flows of intrawar activity are highly influential in determining whether and why conflicts come to an end.



Negotiation’s Fading Effects

The results to this point have treated all negotiations equally, assuming that their potential effect on the battlefield remains constant over time. My argument offers at least two reasons we may want to differentiate between negotiations over the course of hostilities. First, any first-mover advantage that a war initiator wields at the beginning of hostilities should eventually diminish. Past studies have found that war initiators tend to fare worse the longer a conflict lasts, pointing to the weakening of their initial strategic and operational advantages.15 Beyond the advantage that war initiators often enjoy when starting wars, both sides should also be able to narrow the gap between their underlying capabilities and their ability to mobilize those capabilities for war. Second, the more frequently negotiations fail to end conflict and are instead followed by a shift in battlefield trends, the more likely it should be that at least one belligerent would avoid negotiations until it feels more confident that talks will be sincere.

Returning to figure 4.2, I now focus on the results depicted in gray, which disaggregate negotiations by whether they were the first failed negotiation in a war. The first period of negotiations appears to drive much of the postnegotiation effect for all three measures of battlefield activity. This distinction is especially prominent for momentum and inconsistency; the estimated coefficient for the postnegotiation effect for these first rounds of talks is between double and quadruple the magnitude of the estimates for all subsequent negotiations.

The strength of these postnegotiation effects may raise two connected concerns. One is that these changes on the battlefield are simply a function of time and would occur regardless of whether negotiations ever took place. Another is that my finding is a statistical phenomenon based on a reversion to the mean. A couple of considerations settle these matters. First, the models reported in figure 4.2 include a variable for a linear time trend, and these do not undermine the main finding. Second, I perform a series of placebo tests where I create random periods of negotiation in the data and assess whether the postnegotiation effect appears in these simulated analyses. All of my placebo tests produce no evidence of a meaningful effect.16 These null results lend further support to my argument that negotiations share a nontrivial relationship with belligerents’ reversion outcomes and thus with their abilities to regather themselves and redouble their efforts on the battlefield. The rebalancing of the battlefield certainly requires the passage of time, but time on its own does not sufficiently identify the moments in which battlefield trends actually change. Negotiations provide the mechanism through which these shifts occur.

Put together, the quantitative results tell a coherent story about how negotiations that do not end conflicts can instead shape belligerents’ abilities to prosecute the continuing war. Negotiations provide a moment of relative quiet and opportunity for belligerents to better mobilize their forces and harness their underlying material capabilities, which may not be used as fully or efficiently at the outset of hostilities. A main effect of failed negotiations is that they bring battlefield outcomes closer in line with prewar expectations, which are defined by each side’s observed material capabilities. In many but not all cases, the side that benefits more from this respite is the side that did not have as much time to prepare for the conflict: the war target. These stabilizing effects are most salient in the earliest rounds of negotiation but become less prominent as wars proceed.





Talks and Fights in Two Wars

Despite the strength and stability of my statistical findings, one may believe they capture an average effect that does not reflect changes actually seen in any individual war. The quantitative analysis also captures only the effect that failed negotiations have on the battlefield, but my theory also suggests that diplomacy has political ramifications as well.

To address this, I now turn to two extended cases that more clearly illustrate how negotiations are used to influence the state of the battlefield in a manner consistent with my large-N quantitative results. Both conflicts offer meaningful evidence in favor of Hypotheses 4 and 5.


The War of the Roman Republic of 1849

The War of the Roman Republic presents an archetypal example of how a state can use negotiations to reshape the battlefield for its own benefit. In this particular conflict, insincere negotiations were important and successful enough not only to defeat a belligerent but to functionally terminate its existence as a political entity.


The Fall and Rise of Rome

The year 1848 was a tumultuous one for the Italian states. Revolutionaries in several Italian states in the North, including Lombardy and Venetia, sought to wrest themselves free of the Austrian Empire’s rule and to create a unified, independent, and liberal Italian republic. King Charles Albert of Piedmont, receiving the apparent support of Pope Pius IX, declared war against Austria in March 1848. This revolutionary war, however, proved unsuccessful against Austria’s superior forces.

The failed revolution did not discourage the underlying cause. Indeed, many nationalist Italians directed their ire at Pius IX, the ruler of the Papal States (see figure 4.3). Upon his election as pope in 1846, Pius IX—an Italian himself—was hailed by those in Italy as a liberal champion of reform, republicanism, and progressive causes. Yet during the revolutions two years later, Pius IX reversed course, embracing conservative values and refusing to confront the Austrian Empire.17

Enraged nationalists orchestrated the assassination of the prime minister of the Papal States, Pellegrino Rossi, on November 15, 1848. Days later, the Swiss Guard was replaced by the “Civic Guard,” and Pius IX was effectively imprisoned in the Papal Palace. He managed to escape on November 24 by dressing as a priest and fled to the port of Gaeta in Naples, itself the capital of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies.18 With the pope gone, liberals claimed power over the Papal States, taking control of the center of the Italian peninsula. The new government instituted a bevy of desired political reforms, including the establishment of a democratic government, religious freedoms, the abolition of the death penalty, and key social reforms to help the poor and unemployed. The ascendant liberals also sought to declare war against Austria once more.

On February 9, 1849, a republican government backed by a new constitution declared itself the Roman Republic. Modeling itself after the governing structure of ancient Rome, the new republic was led by a triumvirate: Carlo Armellini, Aurelio Saffi, and Giuseppe Mazzini. Of these three, Mazzini—a politician, activist, and leader of several failed uprisings—arguably wielded the most influence in the Italian revolutionary movement and the broader democratic campaign to take hold across Europe. The armed forces of the Roman Republic were commandeered by Giuseppe Garibaldi, who himself was a follower of Mazzini and a fierce proponent of a unified Italian republic.
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Figure 4.3. Map of the Papal States in 1849.

Exiled in Gaeta, Pius IX sought the military assistance of other states that were sympathetic to Catholicism. One of these was France, where Louis Napoleon had been elected the first president of the Second Republic on December 20, 1848.19 Louis Napoleon was caught between two difficult crosswinds. On one hand, he had personally participated in an insurrection against the Papal States in 1831 and personally supported the republican project in Rome. On the other hand, his recent electoral victory rested heavily on the votes of French Catholics, who obviously desired a restoration of the pope and Papal States.20 Napoleon ultimately chose to prioritize electoral politics and deployed an expeditionary force to reclaim Rome for the papacy.



Fighting, Talking, and Seeking the High Ground

French troops landed at the city and seaport of Civitavecchia, about forty miles northwest of Rome, on April 25. Led by General Nicholas Charles Oudinot, the forces, numbering between seven and eight thousand, headed toward Rome, believing they would be welcomed as liberators. Anticipating the arrival of the French, Garibaldi and his men prepared defenses on the Janiculum—a hill in western Rome—between April 27 and 29.

Hostilities, and the overall war, began in earnest on April 30. Oudinot and the French Army were not prepared to meet much, if any, resistance. They were misinformed, and in more than one manner. Oudinot’s map of the Janiculum was out of date, causing him to lead his troops to a gate that had been closed. A daily cannon that fired from the Janiculum at noon, meant simply as a way to publicly communicate time, alarmed the French, who thought they were being attacked. Garibaldi took advantage of these deficiencies and successfully repulsed the French attackers, inflicting approximately 850 casualties and diminishing 11 or 12 percent of the French troops’ overall strength.21 Oudinot withdrew his forces to Civitavecchia and requested further reinforcements.22

Garibaldi sought to press this advantage and pursue the French all the way to the sea. Mazzini, however, decided to avoid further confrontation, hoping to instead establish a relationship with the French. Mazzini believed that the French Republic was fundamentally sympathetic to the Roman Republic’s liberal cause and that it would also be willing to fight against the Austrians.23

France’s loss at the Janiculum was deeply humiliating and politically precarious for Louis Napoleon. French officials had not expected Roman resistance, much less to be driven back by an outnumbered opponent. Napoleon feared that news of this loss would tarnish his reputation as a military leader. Oudinot and Napoleon went as far as to egregiously misrepresent the events at the Janiculum, informing the French Assembly that the “affair of April 30 is one of the most brilliant in which the French troops have taken part.”24 Oudinot also bragged that no French troops had been taken prisoner, conveniently leaving out the fact that the Romans had freed all their French prisoners as a sign of goodwill.25 But the actual outcome could not be concealed; news of the loss at the Janiculum spread in Paris by May 7.26 Citizens and members of the French Assembly were upset to have been misled but ultimately seemed uninterested in further hostilities. Public sentiment bent toward peace with the Roman Republic.

These developments on their own were already troublesome, but another complication loomed: French legislative elections, meant to elect the first National Assembly of the Second Republic, were scheduled for May 13 and 14. The Party of Order, which had been instrumental in Louis Napoleon’s electoral victory the previous year, had only 23 percent of seats in the Constituent Assembly that had created the new republic. A larger loss against the Roman Republic would sink Louis Napoleon’s chances of obtaining a favorable assembly.

He therefore had two significant reasons to initiate negotiations. The first was that based on battlefield developments, the relative costs of unabated fighting were high. Another assault on the Roman Republic in the current state of affairs would likely be a failure, and any move by Garibaldi to counterattack could prove dangerous. Additional French losses not only would be harmful militarily but would ripple through upcoming legislative elections. The second was that the costs of negotiating were quite low compared to the potential benefits from extracting side effects. By stalling for time, Louis Napoleon—belatedly realizing the broad support for the new republic in Rome—could send reinforcements to Oudinot and mount a much more serious attack, all while satisfying the general public’s desire for a suspension of hostilities during the election period. The French government would have much to gain from insincere negotiations.

On May 8, Louis Napoleon charged the career diplomat Ferdinand Lesseps with a mission to go to Rome with the ostensible aim of forging a ceasefire. We now know, however, that the French government had no intention of negotiating a meaningful peace agreement and that Lesseps was unaware of this ploy. On the exact same day, Louis Napoleon quietly sent a message to Oudinot, stating that “our military honor is at stake. I will not suffer it to be compromised. You may rely on being reinforced.”27 It was also around this time that Austria and the Two Sicilies involved themselves in the war, sending their own troops to Rome.

Lesseps left Paris on May 9 and arrived in Rome on May 15. Despite Mazzini’s interest in speaking with the French government, it appears that France initiated the actual negotiations that began on this date. Lesseps received an enthusiastic welcome and was enraptured by Mazzini’s affability and warmth.28 By May 17, Lesseps and Mazzini arranged a two-week armistice during which the two sides would continue negotiating to forge a more permanent agreement.

This two-week ceasefire and negotiations proved critical for France. In that brief time, the Party of Order won an outright majority of seats in the first National Assembly, and Louis Napoleon’s promised reinforcements arrived. During talks, Oudinot had asked Lesseps to request permission for French troops to occupy several hills overlooking the city. Oudinot promised that this was only for the health of the troops and would in no way endanger the Romans. The triumvirate granted permission, believing that discussions with Lesseps were going well.29 But Oudinot and others in Paris had made this request in order to prepare for additional hostilities once reinforcements arrived. Seemingly earnest diplomatic bargaining had thus allowed Oudinot to place his troops, now including Austrian soldiers and numbering twenty thousand, on advantageous high ground just two to four miles outside Rome.

On May 31, as the ceasefire period came to a close, the Roman triumvirs and Lesseps signed the Treaty of Peace and Alliance. The agreement stated that the French would become allies with the Roman Republic against Austria and Naples. French troops would remain outside Rome and aid in its defense, but they would not join any offensives against the Austrians or Neapolitans. Lesseps, perhaps realizing that he had ceded more than he should have, insisted on adding a clause saying that the treaty had to be ratified by the French Republic.

When Lesseps returned to the French camp with the agreement in hand, Oudinot refused to sign. He instead gave Lesseps a note from Paris: “The Government of the Republic has put a stop to your mission. You will be good enough to start upon your return to France as soon as you have received this despatch.”30 Lesseps soon learned of rumors spread by his own government that the mission had “affected his brain.”31 Louis Napoleon’s government had successfully used diplomacy—and Lesseps—to buy time. Now wielding far greater political and military power than he did mere weeks earlier, Louis Napoleon immediately nullified the treaty and initiated a siege against Rome on June 3. French forces eventually peaked at 34,000, while Garibaldi could collect a maximum of only 18,600 less well-trained and less well-equipped men.32

The Roman Republic was unable to mount a proper defense against such a tightly orchestrated siege. By the end of June, the Roman Assembly gathered to discuss their next steps. Three options became part of the discussion: they could surrender, they could continue fighting, or their government and troops could withdraw from Rome and continue their resistance from the Apennine Mountains. The Roman Republic ultimately settled for the first option. A truce was negotiated on July 1, and the Roman Republic was disestablished, allowing for the reinstatement of Pope Pius IX the following year. While Garibaldi and some of his forces opted to fall back to San Marino and fight another day, the present war and the Roman Republic were finished.



Talking One’s Way to Victory

The events of the War of the Roman Republic offer a direct example of the strategy and potential of insincere negotiations. Louis Napoleon faced an unexpected loss at the Janiculum and recognized that continued fighting would be perilous not only in a militaristic sense but also in a political one. As such, Louis Napoleon foresaw relatively high costs to continuing hostilities without making any changes. His government thus made an initial offer to open negotiations. In support of Hypothesis 4, which predicts that periods of negotiations should be linked with lower levels of active hostilities, the battlefield was dramatically quieter over the two weeks during which negotiations took place. Lesseps the diplomat was unaware that his own government was using talks to create a reversion outcome that was far more favorable to the French Republic when negotiations would be intentionally sunk. The war target, fully capable of mobilizing itself to fight more effectively and to adjust strategy, used the veil of diplomacy to facilitate that process. This case also vividly illustrates Hypothesis 5, which anticipates that negotiations that do not result in settlement will be followed by a battlefield trend that differs from what existed prior to talks. The striking reversal of fortune in France’s favor following the abandonment of peace negotiations forced an end not only to the war but to the Roman Republic.

One may believe that the war would have unfolded in the exact same manner even if no negotiations had taken place. The Roman Republic largely accepted the French diplomatic overture because it had few other options. Its primary goal was not only to defend its new existence but to garner the French Republic’s political and military support, especially against the Austrian Empire. The victory at the Janiculum was, in the triumvirate’s view, a necessary step for the Roman Republic to defend itself. But every choice the republicans made from that point was designed to ingratiate themselves with the French. The triumvirate took the necessary gamble of negotiating with France in hopes that Louis Napoleon would agree to defend the Roman Republic. They knew that the agreement they had made with Lesseps was risky, but all they could do was hope that France would fulfill it. In the moments before Mazzini took the proposal to the Roman Assembly for approval, he told Lesseps, “The positions with regard to which we are about to facilitate your occupation, and the privilege which you reserve for yourselves of only repulsing our foreign enemies if they come directly in contact with yourselves, leave our political existence at the mercy of your good faith.”33 It was also clear that Garibaldi’s forces would not win an outright war against the French, and Oudinot’s military forces would have been reinforced even in the absence of any diplomatic interactions between the two sides. Recall that both Lesseps and military reinforcements were deployed on the same day. Perhaps the war would have ended in exactly the same manner whether or not Lesseps and Mazzini engaged in diplomatic discussions.

This conclusion, however, overlooks several benefits that Louis Napoleon could not have accrued if he had adopted a strategy based solely on military force. By opening diplomatic channels, he created an opportunity for General Oudinot’s forces not only to be reinforced but to relocate themselves to a strategically advantageous spot. This relocation process could have faced armed resistance and created undue costs for the French military if it were not permitted by the Roman Republic over the course of negotiations. Moreover, due to the apparent success of negotiations, Garibaldi’s forces were directed to return to Rome, and they did so between May 31 and June 2—immediately before France would renege on its agreement—even though they had the ability to continue fighting. The fact that Garibaldi’s men were concentrated in Rome made General Oudinot’s task of neutralizing the Roman Republic considerably easier. The republican army would resume their armed resistance once the siege began, but their efforts were curtailed by their disadvantageous position. Consistent with the findings from the quantitative analysis, the battlefield tilted more dramatically and in the war target’s favor and became more consistent with prewar expectations after negotiations were halted. The occurrence of talks also quelled domestic opposition to the war in France on the eve of legislative elections. Louis Napoleon managed to deflect political pressures for peace by engaging in the theater of diplomacy but with the ultimate intent of stalling for time until his political fortunes were more secure. These benefits outweighed any costs Napoleon may have perceived from being willing to negotiate with a largely unrecognized state.

Mazzini’s writings after the war indicate his indignation over being betrayed. A letter he wrote on August 7, 1849, two months after the Roman Republic dissolved, bemoaned that “France had been guilty of falsehood” and that the Roman Republic had been a “victim [who] was then on the ground, with a dagger in her throat.”34 Regardless of whether members of the Roman Republic were deceived, two facts remain. The first is that the republic had no other tractable option but to negotiate and hope that the other party would agree to the triumvirate’s requests. The second was that one belligerent strategically used negotiations to promote and redirect its war aims rather than settle them.

In sum, France would have ultimately prevailed in this conflict, and the Roman Republic had very little chance of survival. Yet the costs and outcomes of war are not binary. Louis Napoleon used diplomatic talks to create a more favorable reversion outcome that mitigated both political and military liabilities. By saving some French lives and resources, the French Republic accomplished an easier victory, and Louis Napoleon more effectively navigated complicated political waters. None of these would have been possible without the exploitation of negotiations.




The Cenepa Valley War of 1995

The Cenepa Valley War was a brief but sharp struggle between Peru and Ecuador.35 By the war’s peak, approximately five thousand troops were deployed to an area of jungle approximately twenty-seven square miles in size.36 The conflict offers an effective illustration of how belligerents on both sides can use diplomacy to strategically manipulate not only battlefield activity but also the broader political environment. Through negotiations, both Peru and Ecuador extracted side effects that enhanced their gains from conflict.


A Watershed Moment

The dispute had roots in the administrative borders drawn by the Spanish Empire in the eighteenth century. Many of the lines drawn at the time were somewhat arbitrary, as they were all under Spanish dominion and often ran through uninhabited swaths of jungle. But as South American states began to claim independence in the early 1800s, questions about territorial control became more pressing. Peru and Ecuador had political and economic reasons to determine a clear boundary line between them. Between 1802 and 1936, both states engaged in at least thirteen concrete but failed diplomatic efforts to define a border.37 Some of these discussions involved third-party assistance, with the United States and Spain being the most active mediators. None of these projects succeeded in determining a mutually acceptable line of demarcation.38

After more than a century of deepening dissatisfaction and nationalistic fervor, the dispute came to a head in July 1941, when Peru and Ecuador fought a monthlong war over their border.39 The conflict quickly revealed Peru’s superiority; its military was thirteen times the size of Ecuador’s,40 and its invading force was five times larger than the Peruvian contingent it faced on the battlefield.41 In light of the decisive Peruvian victory, four nations—Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and the United States—helped the two countries arrange a settlement. The eventual agreement, called the Rio de Janeiro Protocol, more commonly referred to as the Rio Protocol, was signed on January 29, 1942. Peru was to ultimately withdraw from Ecuadorian territory. In exchange, Ecuador was to acknowledge that seventy-seven thousand square miles of disputed land would be granted to Peru, and Ecuador would end its claim for direct land access to the Amazon River. The four states that helped forge the protocol cosigned as guarantors of the agreement.

The protocol quickly resolved about 95 percent of existing territorial disputes between Peru and Ecuador. In 1946, the US Army Air Corps attempted to map the disputed area to help finalize a territorial arrangement. The aerial survey sparked a new and unexpected controversy: the Cenepa River, previously thought to be short and inconsequential, was actually 120 miles long and created two watersheds. The Rio Protocol spoke of only a single watershed, and its description of the revised border no longer applied properly to approximately fifty miles of disputed territory in the Cordillera del Cóndor (Condor Mountain Range).42 Ecuador claimed this meant the protocol was not executable and that a new deal had to be made. Peru argued that the protocol could remain intact because the boundaries had already been determined, regardless of the number of watersheds. With neither side being willing to cede ground to the other, Ecuador withdrew from the demarcation process in 1948. By 1960, Ecuadorian president-elect José María Velasco Ibarra adopted a hard-line stance that the entire Rio Protocol was null and void because it was signed under duress following the 1941 war and because it could not be fully executed due to the discovery of new geographical features not addressed in it. Subsequent Ecuadorian governments all perpetuated this claim.

Disagreements regarding this territory continued for decades, and both states gradually increased their military presence in the Cenepa Valley (see figure 4.4). Armed forces briefly clashed in another limited conflict in January 1981. This dispute is often called the Paquisha War, named after the Ecuadorian base that Peru claimed was established in Peruvian territory.43 Peru was again quick to demonstrate its military superiority and seized the Paquisha outpost in two weeks. Due to Ecuador’s unwillingness to recognize the Rio Protocol, the Organization of American States (OAS), rather than the guarantor states, oversaw an agreement where both states pulled their forces back to clearly defined territory. Further bloodshed was avoided, but the underlying issue was left unresolved.

At the start of the 1990s, Ecuador began to deploy military units near the Cordillera del Cóndor and Cenepa River. Ecuadorian forces built three new bases—named Tiwinza, Base Sur, and Cueva de los Tayos—on high ground in the disputed territory. These outposts were heavily fortified and surrounded with numerous land mines. Peru’s internal struggles with the Shining Path party and guerrilla organizations led the government in Lima to do little in response to these developments. Once President Alberto Fujimori managed to capture the Shining Path’s leaders in 1992, however, he began to focus more on Ecuador’s activities in the Cenepa Valley. Peruvian forces had a few minor encounters with Ecuadorians in 1994. January 9 and 11 saw two brief incidents between the two sides’ troops, during which troops were captured and sent back to their commanding officers.44 The gradual increase in the number of run-ins between soldiers raised concerns for Ecuadorian forces, who believed the Peruvians were lurching toward a larger offensive.

With these concerns in mind, on January 26, Ecuador launched a surprise attack on a Peruvian helipad. The rocket and mortar fire killed three Peruvian soldiers and forced the rest to flee into the jungle. Ecuadorian troops renamed the helipad Base Norte.45 Armed hostilities were underway.46




[image: Figure 4.4. The disputed Cenepa Valley area is roughly shaped like an upward pointing triangle. Peru is to the east of the disputed area. Ecuador and the disputed Condor Mountain Range are to the west. The Cenepa River runs down the valley. Noteworthy bases include the Tiwinza and Base Sur bases, which sit near the northern tip of the disputed area and close to both Peru and Ecuador; the Cóndor Mirador base, which is approximately one-fifth of the way down the disputed area and borders Ecuador; and the Cueva de los Tallos base, which is slightly further south and near Peru.]
Figure 4.4. Map of the disputed Cenepa Valley area.

Multiple “Guarantees” of Peace

Third parties cast a large shadow over Peru and Ecuador. Knowing the international community would likely disapprove of conflict, both belligerent states quickly and readily attempted to argue the justness of their cause to third-party actors, making the case that the other was the aggressor and violator of international law. In a letter dated January 27, the Ecuadorian minister of foreign affairs wrote to the president of the United Nations Security Council, claiming that “Peru had launched military operations against Ecuadorian army positions located in Ecuadorian territory. In exercise of the right of self-defence recognized in Article 51 of the Charter of the United Nations, my country was naturally compelled to respond to Peru’s attacks.”47 One day later, the Peruvian deputy minister of international policy also wrote to the president of the Security Council, claiming that Peru “has been the victim of armed aggression by Ecuador.”48

As a response to its retreat on January 26, Peru initiated a series of ground assaults between January 28 and 31. These developments triggered growing global concern. On January 29, César Gaviria Trujillo, secretary general of the OAS, started flying between Quito and Lima to try to resolve the dispute.49 Ecuador expressed interest in working with the OAS, but Peru refused OAS mediation on the basis that any mediation needed to follow the framework of the Rio Protocol and thus be led by the guarantor states. Indeed, the international community agreed with Peru’s stance. Ernesto Cardenas, the president of the Security Council (and coincidentally the UN ambassador from Argentina), indicated that the United Nations would stay out of the matter and directed the guarantor states to address the crisis.50

On January 31, representatives from the guarantor states gathered in Rio de Janeiro, two days after the fifty-third anniversary of the original protocol’s signing, and invited both Peru and Ecuador to come discuss peace. Both belligerent states agreed to participate. One day before talks began, reports from Lima indicated that a large number of well-equipped Peruvian troops were headed to the Cordillera del Cóndor.51

Negotiations at Rio de Janeiro initially appeared promising. By February 1, delegates from Peru and Ecuador announced that they had reached the terms of a ceasefire. Argentinian president Carlos Menem publicly expressed confidence that the war would soon end, and President Fujimori of Peru even publicly announced that his military would “immediately begin the withdrawal of tanks” from the disputed land.52

But this optimism did not last. The ceasefire declared on February 1 appeared to fail within one or two days, and the guarantors were unable to develop a written agreement that satisfied both belligerent states. The primary disagreement involved the size and scope of military drawdowns. Peru asked for a limited withdrawal that would create a demilitarized zone approximately five miles wide. Ecuador, fearing that this would allow Peruvians to later retake any disputed outposts, sought an unconditional ceasefire and complete demobilization of troops.53 Talks were ended on February 5, with the guarantor states planning on another round of mediation in Brasilia on some undetermined date.

Two days before the Rio de Janeiro negotiations officially ended, Peruvian helicopters began a new round of attacks that bombed Ecuador’s outposts in Cueva de los Tayos and Base Sur.54 Despite Ecuador’s insistence that it had not lost any posts, Peru appeared to take these two bases within a handful of days.

Hostilities continued in bursts over the next week. Because the thick jungle environment made ground operations difficult, an increasing amount of fighting took place from the air.55 Ecuador shot down three Peruvian planes, while Peru shot down two Ecuadorian warplanes.56 At least one Peruvian helicopter was also taken down during an attempted attack on the Coangos outpost.57

The outpost at Tiwinza, which was one of the disputed positions closest to Ecuador, became a focal point for both sides.58 Ecuadorian forces had secured the area with mines, artillery, and other traps prior to the war and made significant efforts to maintain control over it. One notable aerial photograph shows Ecuadorian troops at Tiwinza; they had used stones to write out a phrase that Ecuadorian president Sixto Durán Ballén would popularize during the war: “ni un paso atrás” (not one step back). Multiple Peruvian assaults against Tiwinza had failed to make headway.59 On February 12, Fujimori stated on national television that additional Peruvian forces were headed toward Tiwinza, which he claimed was the last outpost on Peruvian soil that remained in Ecuadorian hands.60 A large-scale Peruvian assault began in the early hours of February 13.61

Fujimori was quick to declare victory that evening, proclaiming on television that “the Peruvian flag waves in Tiwinza” and declaring a unilateral ceasefire that would come into effect the next day at noon.62 Ecuadorian officials denied Peru’s claim and invited both the media and the Red Cross to come visit Tiwinza, Base Sur, and Cueva de los Tayos to see that they remained in Ecuadorian hands.63 We now know in retrospect that Peru had already taken Base Sur and Cueva de los Tayos earlier in the month but that their latest assault on Tiwinza failed.64 Fujimori likely made his announcement to mislead his public in order to increase his standing before elections would take place in April. In any case, Ecuador agreed to reciprocate Peru’s ceasefire, but this arrangement collapsed within hours.65 Between the fourteenth and sixteenth, the two sides continued fighting but failed to appreciably change the situation on the ground.

On February 17, the four guarantor states brought Peru and Ecuador back together for talks, leading to the Declaration of Itamaraty. The agreement called for a ceasefire, gradual withdrawal, and creation of a demilitarized zone that would allow military observers from the guarantor nations—designated as the Military Observer Mission, Ecuador Peru (MOMEP)—to monitor the withdrawal. The agreement left some key questions unanswered. For one, it did not specify when the two sides would begin their troop withdrawals. Moreover, it did not address the actual border dispute. The demilitarized zone was meant only to stop the fighting and not to define new boundaries.66 The primary issue of demarcation would be saved for talks, which would happen at some point in the future.

Both sides violated the ceasefire repeatedly, with most infractions taking place around Tiwinza. Peruvian battalions staged an attack on Tiwinza on February 18 but were thwarted by mines and artillery fire.67 Some of the heavier fighting of the conflict took place on February 22, with Peruvian forces attempting to penetrate Tiwinza yet another time. This was the one and only moment Peruvians reached the outpost, but they were soon pushed back out.68 Ecuador’s military command indicated that fourteen soldiers died as a result of this successful defense.69 Despite the fact that Ecuador successfully repulsed the Peruvian attack, this clash was the country’s worst day in terms of casualties, leading Ecuadorians to call February 22 “Black Wednesday.”70 These continuous flare-ups prevented the team of approximately twenty MOMEP military observers called on by the Declaration of Itamaraty from entering the disputed areas.71 During a visit to the Cueva de los Tayos outpost on February 24, Fujimori briefly came under mortar fire, with one mortar exploding about 150 feet from his group of soldiers and reporters.72

Yet over the next few days, skirmishes faded away, and the guarantor states pressed Peru and Ecuador to adhere to the Declaration of Itamaraty. On February 28, the six parties gathered once again in Montevideo, Uruguay. As part of the inauguration ceremony of incoming Uruguayan president Julio María Sanguinetti, Peru and Ecuador signed the Montevideo Declaration. According to the declaration, the belligerents “reiterate[d] their commitment to the immediate and effective cease-fire established in the Declaration [of Itamaraty],” and the “Guarantor Countries reiterate[d] their commitment to continue to carry out their obligations under the Rio de Janeiro Protocol.”73 Both countries’ military forces began withdrawing from the area at the end of March, and MOMEP verified that the process was completed by the middle of May.74

The monthlong war in the Cenepa Valley was estimated to have cost a total of $500 million across both states.75 Ecuador lost and could not recover control of the outposts at Cueva de los Tayos or Base Sur. Fujimori would claim that “there was not an Ecuadorean soldier left on Peruvian soil,”76 but Ecuadorian troops did manage to hold Tiwinza, some other bases slightly in the periphery of the disputed area, and the Cóndor Mirador base further south where they had successfully infiltrated the Peruvian rear.77

Peru, Ecuador, and the guarantor states eventually formulated the Act of Brasilia on October 24, 1998. The agreement designated some limited territorial allocations to each side, guaranteed Peru the right of free navigation on the Amazon River, and established an ecological park that would be co-operated by both nations. The agreement was not too dissimilar from the Rio Protocol fifty-six years before, but it also granted Ecuador a small patch of land at Tiwinza (in Peruvian territory) to recognize Ecuador’s human losses there.78



Exchanging Fire and Accusations

Militarily speaking, the war in the upper Cenepa Valley represented a form of reserved victory for Ecuador. The Peruvians’ significantly larger military, as well as Peru’s history of easily subduing Ecuador on the battlefield, would have suggested an easy win for Peru. Ecuador’s ability to keep control of Tiwinza, despite Fujimori’s claims, represented the first Ecuadorian military triumph over Ecuador since the battle of Tarqui in 1829.79 Peruvian political observers also expressed disappointment about the conflict’s outcome, noting that this was Peru’s “worst defeat since 1879” (alluding to Peru’s loss against Chile in the War of the Pacific of 1879–83) and that “anything less than a swift annihilation of Ecuadorean forces represents a first-ever defeat.”80

Ecuador’s successes in claiming Base Norte on January 26 and maintaining control of Tiwinza rested on its first-mover advantage. The Ecuadorian military enjoyed a series of strategic benefits, many of which were accrued by learning lessons from its embarrassing loss in 1981, professionalizing its military, and engaging in long-term preparations for a potential conflict.81 Ecuador’s outposts, which had been constructed starting in 1991, were on high and familiar ground that would limit the effectiveness of Peruvian aircraft. Short supply lines and a system of footpaths facilitated the movement of soldiers, supplies, and information. Thousands of land mines and guns defended Ecuador’s outposts.82 Ecuador also picked an “ideal” time and place to start the fight. Peru had so little expectation of an international conflict that it redirected much of its military and intelligence apparatus to deal with the Shining Path and the Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement at home.83 Even when Peru started paying more attention to events in the Cenepa Valley in the months before hostilities began, it did not fully understand Ecuador’s military presence or capabilities, assuming little had changed since the 1981 dispute. As a result, Peruvian forces were few in number, deeply undersupplied, and not prepared for a surprise attack anywhere near the Cenepa Valley. Logistical operations were poor and Peruvian roads in the area were terrible, forcing Peru to use helicopters to transport supplies and support to its inadequately prepared soldiers—all in airspace that Ecuadorians more effectively controlled.84 But Peru also had the ability to alleviate some of these handicaps if it could find more time to prepare.

Thus, when talks began in Rio de Janeiro on January 31, neither side was ready to settle. The belligerents had not yet exchanged or learned enough information to consider a lasting settlement. Peru wanted to reverse these unfavorable conditions, while Ecuador wanted to capitalize on them. Insincere diplomacy played a significant role in both belligerents’ attempts to promote these goals. The need and latitude to extract side effects from negotiations were facilitated by the immense pressure that the guarantor states placed on Peru and Ecuador to engage in discussions. Diplomats from the guarantor countries did not appear to understand this situation, believing that Peru and Ecuador would easily accept peace. When the first round of talks formally ended on February 5, Alexander Watson, the chief US representative in Rio de Janeiro, admitted that he originally “was planning to be here only six hours.”85

For Peru, talks created a chance to mobilize more of its forces and send them to the Cenepa Valley. Discussions for a potential ceasefire agreement were active on January 31 but began to fall flat. By February 2, diplomats indicated there were “slim hopes” of any negotiated solution. But later that evening, the two sides presented new proposals and spent the night attempting to consolidate them into a single document. On February 3, Durán Ballén of Ecuador announced a willingness to accept a ceasefire on these terms. That same day, however, Peru asked for a series of changes to the proposed agreement. Importantly, a report on February 4 noted that “some analysts here [in Rio de Janeiro] say Peru is prolonging the peace negotiations to give its troops time to advance on disputed borderlands.”86 Peru thus focused on using negotiations insincerely to regroup and reorganize more of its military potential.

For Ecuador, where many were riding a wave of nationalistic fervor and optimism, negotiations were an opportunity to curry international favor for its cause while directing ire toward Peru. Durán Ballén reportedly told his National Security Council that he would request the guarantor countries’ diplomatic assistance because Ecuador would gain an advantage by apparently acting in good faith while Peruvian forces repeatedly attempted to take Tiwinza and the other bases by military means.87 Indeed, Durán Ballén widely communicated that Ecuador had accepted the guarantors’ ceasefire proposal on January 31, only for Peru to ask for numerous unacceptable modifications that sank the deal.88 Ecuadorian communications secretary Enrique Proano also spoke to the press on February 5, claiming that Peru was attempting to look accommodating in negotiations “to make it appear that Ecuador has taken an intransigent position, and to justify the escalation of an armed aggression against a pacifist country.”89 Durán Ballén also went on series of trips to the South American guarantor states between February 6 and 7 to show Ecuador’s professed interest in peace and to seek a general demobilization (instead of Peru’s request to create a temporary demilitarized zone).90

Hypothesis 4—that periods of negotiation co-occur with lower intensity of battlefield activity—finds partial support here. Levels of fighting settled slightly at the outset of Rio talks when both sides were initially discussing the possibility of a formal ceasefire, as well as when the belligerents’ delegates claimed to have reached a ceasefire on February 1.91 Yet Peru bombed both Cueva de los Tayos and Base Sur on February 3, two days before talks ended. Notably, these attacks all used aircraft; ground forces were not involved, as they were still waiting to be reinforced.92 Regardless, consistent with the theoretical basis for Hypothesis 4, Peru and Ecuador frequently declared a willingness to halt fighting over the course of the war, blamed their opponent for any violations, and used these activities to further both their political and their military causes.93

For whatever caveats exist with respect to Hypothesis 4, the Cenepa War illustrates Hypothesis 5 well: conditions on the battlefield became markedly different following the end of failed negotiations at Rio. The additional time allowed both sides to activate more of their latent military power and send it to the Cenepa Valley. Approximately 1,500 troops were in the valley at the start of the war, and this number quadrupled to 6,000 by the end.94 As a result, most of the overall hostilities and casualties during the war took place in the last two weeks. This delayed uptick shows how much the chance to mobilize mattered, as well as how much early fighting may not have been sufficient to convince either belligerent to revise its beliefs or strategies.95 This opportunity was especially useful for Peru, which seized Cueva de los Tayos and Base Sur in the immediate aftermath of the Rio talks falling apart. These battle victories significantly undermined Ecuador’s position in the Cenepa Valley and better reflected the reality of Peru’s overall military capabilities. By early February, these military realities pressed President Durán Ballén to publicly acknowledge that the Rio Protocol was in force but to argue that it was not executable in the disputed area due to its inaccurate description of the geography there.96 His government also began to call Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and the United States “guarantors” instead of “friendly countries.”97 The Itamaraty and Montevideo Declarations were both built on top of the Rio framework. Ecuador’s recognition of the 1942 Rio Protocol after three decades of deeming it null and void was a major policy victory for Peru.

Consistent with the quantitative evidence for Hypothesis 5, the first round of talks had the greatest impact on changing the battlefield’s trajectory. The additional negotiation that produced the Declaration of Itamaraty on February 17 was followed by additional fighting, including Peru’s deadliest attempt to take Tiwinza on February 22, but none of these efforts appreciably changed the states’ control over the outposts. Both countries had already mobilized much of what they would mobilize to fight the war.

One may argue that the war’s ultimate outcome would not have been very different in the absence of negotiations. Ecuador almost certainly could not have clinched a swift or total military victory against Peru, and Peru would have eventually mobilized more troops to fight Ecuadorian troops in the upper Cenepa Valley. It is nonetheless notable that Peru’s battlefield turnaround took place right at the tail end of the first talks in Rio—and that similar shifts did not occur at any other moment. Moreover, recall that insincere negotiations produce, beyond the battlefield, other side effects that are not captured by my quantitative analysis. Both belligerents engaged in public posturing after negotiations in order to frame themselves as the peace-seeking party and their opponent as the aggressor. Ecuador’s government was especially adept at manipulating the public’s understanding of the conflict. Durán Ballén’s trips to Argentina, Brazil, and Chile following the Rio talks were widely reported and drew sympathy to Ecuador’s cause. Some days later, Peru also started sending former ambassadors and other notable people across Latin America and the United States to make the Peruvian case. A report from that time stated that this action “was launched partly in response to the belief that Ecuador was ahead in the public relations war.”98 Ecuador’s diplomatic offensive, which projected an aura of strength and confidence based on the military’s successes, may have helped Durán Ballén acknowledge the Rio Protocol—which significantly expedited a settlement—while also creating conditions for the guarantor states to recognize Ecuador’s control over Tiwinza.99

Tiwinza notwithstanding, Ecuador fell short of an ideal outcome. The Ecuadorean plan in the Cenepa Valley essentially involved a fait accompli: seizing the disputed territory and forcing the international community and guarantor states to accept the reality of Ecuador’s de facto control.100 This goal was partially realized at best. Yet the fact that both sides could celebrate some measure of success rested on how they used the guarantors’ diplomatic efforts to reshape the military and political battlefields in their favor.

Externally motivated negotiations had cross-cutting impacts on the war’s outcome. In one respect, guarantors may have facilitated insincere negotiations that furthered each side’s war aims. Both Ecuador and Peru realized political and military victories, as limited as they may have been, by exploiting the guarantors’ diplomatic endeavors. Yet in another respect, the high latent pressure the belligerents felt to settle the conflict may have allowed them to back out of fighting and enter negotiations more easily. Neither state wanted the war to escalate dramatically,101 but it was not clear whether the war would remain limited. Over one hundred thousand men were mobilized by the two nations to potentially fight for their country.102 The war claimed only hundreds rather than thousands of lives, and diplomacy likely limited this fallout.





Words Can Kill

Few would deny that fighting, in some form or another, helps dictate when and why belligerents choose to talk to one another during war. Yet far more people may be more resistant to the idea of that story in reverse: talking can directly influence the nature of fighting.

In this chapter, I have presented both quantitative and qualitative analysis attesting to the effect that wartime negotiations have on the subsequent trajectory of the conflict. My quantitative study of interstate wars between 1823 and 2003 shows that periods of diplomatic bargaining between the belligerents are consistently associated with lower levels of hostilities on the battlefield—even when we also account for formal ceasefires. This pattern is consistent with Hypothesis 4 in chapter 1. But my findings go one step further in showing that these temporary lulls in fighting provide moments of opportunity for belligerents that can and want to fight more effectively. In the immediate aftermath of negotiations that do not resolve conflicts, the battlefield swings in one side’s favor more dramatically than was the case before talks began. Additional tests show that these shifts are directly tied to negotiations and are not simply statistical artifacts where the battlefield inevitably changes over time. These results lend strong support to Hypothesis 5.

The War of the Roman Republic in 1849 and the Cenepa Valley War of 1995 illustrate how these dynamics play out in individual conflicts over discrete negotiation periods. In the former case, France used talks with the Roman triumvirate to arrange a deal that Louis Napoleon immediately nullified as soon as his troops had relocated to more advantageous high ground and once his party had prevailed in legislative elections. The republicans, who had been unsure of France’s intentions, paid the price of losing their inchoate nation while Louis Napoleon minimized his own nation’s losses. In the Cenepa conflict, both belligerent states leveraged the enormous diplomatic pressure that outside states placed on them to extract benefits for themselves. Peru used the slowdown in hostilities during mediation to reinforce woefully unprepared troops in and around the battlefield. Ecuador used talks to play the role of the peace-seeking party and went on a diplomatic offensive afterward to continue appealing to international audiences. Both countries profited, in slightly different manners, from negotiating insincerely with one another.

These results stress the importance of viewing negotiations as a strategic act that, in specific circumstances, belligerents exploit in service of their war objectives. Scholars and policymakers frequently think of negotiations as producing one of two outcomes: the war ends, or the war proceeds as if nothing meaningful had happened. Neither ripeness theory nor the bargaining model of war fully acknowledges or furnishes a theoretical explanation for whether, when, and why diplomacy is leveraged to produce side effects that change belligerents’ reversion outcomes and the dynamics of the subsequent hostilities. Such a binary form of thinking reflects an overly restrictive view of how diplomacy can affect conflict, potentially producing dubious and possibly harmful policy prescriptions about how to bring wars to a peaceable end.

Put together, this and the previous chapter present a comprehensive empirical case in support of the five primary hypotheses underlying my theory of wartime negotiations. But the four brief historical case studies across these two chapters each speak to separate parts of my argument. The next chapter delves into a war—and, specifically, its diplomatic activity—that illustrates and substantiates the entirety of my theory.
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Fighting Words in the First Arab-Israeli War

The mood in Tel Aviv on the afternoon of May 14, 1948, was celebratory. A private gathering of numerous officials would take place inside the Tel Aviv Museum at four in the afternoon, but people in the streets had all heard rumors of the meeting’s purpose. Inside the museum, David Ben-Gurion, leader of the Jewish community in Mandatory Palestine, would declare the establishment of the new and independent State of Israel. Ben-Gurion’s proclamation spoke of a potential world where this Jewish homeland could coexist with its surrounding Arab states: “We offer peace and amity to all neighboring states and their peoples, and invite them to cooperate with the independent Jewish nation for the common good of all. The State of Israel is ready to contribute its full share to the peaceful progress and reconstitution of the Middle East.”1

Such a world was the stuff of dreams. Within a day of Ben-Gurion’s speech, military forces from Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria descended on Israel with the intention of eliminating it. So began the Arab-Israeli War.

This conflict is important with respect to wartime diplomacy for at least three reasons. First, it was only the second interstate war to erupt following the establishment of the United Nations in October 1945.2 Analyzing the moments right after the UN’s creation can help reveal the immediate impact, if any, of the high latent external pressures created by the post-1945 environment. Second, and on a related note, this conflict was the first to involve direct mediation efforts mandated by the nascent organization. As we will see, the advent of the United Nations mediator in Palestine represented an innovation in global affairs wherein the international community’s diplomatic heft and desire for peace were embodied in a single individual. The UN mediator could thus bring not only substantial but also sharp diplomatic pressure to bear. Third, this war between the Arab states and the State of Israel, while the first, would certainly not be the last. Tensions between Israel and its Arab neighbors continue to be one of the more volatile situations for international affairs. Understanding the dynamics in play in fighting and negotiating in this past war thus has significant implications not only for conflict in general but also for modern-day manifestations of these violent rivalries in the Middle East.

Over eight months between May 1948 and January 1949, the Arab-Israeli War underwent three distinct phases of fighting that were punctuated by three UN mediation efforts. The first bout of hostilities proved difficult for the new State of Israel, as it struggled to fend off an assault on all fronts using a sparsely equipped paramilitary force. The second round, however, saw the battlefield decidedly tilt in Israel’s favor, and the third saw the Arab states suffer sizable territorial losses before Egypt became the first Arab state to negotiate a peace with Israel. This sequence of events raises three questions: What helps to explain Israel’s remarkable ability to turn the tides of favor in the conflict? Furthermore, why did the mediation efforts begin and end—and, thus, repeatedly fail—when they did? And what explains why the Arab states and Israel were finally willing to negotiate an end to the conflict?

My theory indicates that the answers to these questions are deeply intertwined. The combination of very high latent external diplomatic pressures and battlefield developments explains the timing and motivations behind each negotiation period, as well as the impacts each had on the subsequent trajectory of conflict. The opening phase of conflict saw a somewhat disorganized coalition of Arab states fight an inadequately equipped Israel, with both sides’ fighters quickly becoming exhausted. The intense and perpetual pressures produced by the UN mediator permitted both Israel and the Arab states to engage in diplomacy with insincere ends. Both sides exploited the first mediation effort to rest, rearm, and regroup in order to continue fighting more capably once negotiations ended. But as we will see, Israel had more to gain from stalling for time through diplomacy, as this allowed it to absorb a large influx of troops and weapons into its military. In other words, insincere negotiations gave Israel a chance to mobilize more of its latent military capabilities into actual power on the battlefield. These enhancements gave Israel an upper hand during the remainder of the war.

By the second mediation effort, the embattled Arab states became more sincere negotiators that harbored real, though still highly reluctant, desires to stop fighting. Conversely, Israel was buoyed by its recent successes and continued negotiating insincerely with the intention of planning military operations to definitively defeat the Arab states. It was only when Israel faced threats of intervention from Britain that it also saw poor prospects to continued fighting and chose to accept a diplomatic settlement. In sum, the Arab-Israeli War shows how changes on the battlefield produce different forms of negotiation in a setting with high latent pressures for peace. Side effects extracted from diplomacy helped the belligerents achieve goals and reshape the battlefield in ways that would have been far less tractable without third-party pressure to negotiate.

The remainder of the chapter expands on this argument. I first provide some background information on the “Palestinian Question” that was the precursor to the Arab-Israeli War, as well as a brief summary of the conflict itself. I next scrutinize the war in more discrete stages, highlighting connections with my hypotheses as appropriate. I then review the diplomatic strategies that played out over the course of the war and how they align with my theory of wartime negotiations.


Prelude to War

The end of the First World War brought many changes to global affairs. One distinct development was the dissolution of the centuries-old but waning Ottoman Empire. The Turks suffered painful losses to the Russians in two wars—the first between 1768 and 1774, and the second between 1877 and 1878.3 The Ottoman Empire officially collapsed with the conclusion of World War I. As European powers split the former empire up for themselves, the territory of Palestine, which the Ottomans had held for four centuries, was placed within a protectorate under Great Britain. This allocation fulfilled the terms of the Balfour Declaration of 1917, in which the British government voiced its support for the creation of a “national home” for the Jewish population in Palestine.4 The League of Nations formalized this arrangement in 1923. Disagreements quickly arose between the members of the Arab majority in Palestine, who had nationalist beliefs and hopes of an independent Palestinian and Arab state, and members of the Jewish minority in Palestine, who sought a Jewish state on the same land. Animosity only grew as Zionists continued to immigrate to Palestine in hopes of establishing this Jewish state. Internal strife tore Palestine apart multiple times over the next two to three decades and signaled that the British Mandate did not provide a long-term solution.

The rise of antisemitism prior to the Second World War, as well as the Holocaust during the war itself, resulted in a surge of Jews fleeing persecution and heading for Palestine. The 1930s alone saw Palestine’s Jewish population, or Yishuv, skyrocket from about 205,000 to 475,000.5 The British government attempted to prevent large influxes of Jewish immigration during the war itself, concerned that Arabs would further destabilize Palestine out of fears that they would soon become a minority. This decision attracted widespread opposition and condemnation. A notable source of international opprobrium was President Harry Truman, who supported the notion of allowing 100,000 Jews to immigrate to Mandatory Palestine. A growing contingent of disaffected Zionist insurgents also began orchestrating terrorist attacks against British government officials. On September 26, 1947, Britain declared that it would end its mandate over Palestine. The specific end date by which point British forces would exit was later announced as May 14, 1948. The monumental task of figuring out who or what would replace the British Mandate was then placed on the shoulders of the United Nations, which by that point was less than two years old.

The UN General Assembly passed its compromise proposal, Resolution 181 (II), on November 29, 1947. The resolution called for the partition of Palestine into two separate and independent states, one of which would be Jewish and the other Arab. The leftmost map in figure 5.1 depicts this proposal. The Holy City of Jerusalem, central to followers of both the Jewish and Muslim faiths, would be placed under an international regime. While members of the Jewish community were somewhat supportive of the proposal, leaders in the surrounding Arab states were highly dissatisfied with the idea of dividing territory and argued that it infringed on individuals’ rights to self-determination. The terms of Resolution 181 (II) did not come to pass. Palestine fell into a civil war shortly thereafter, pitting Arab militants in Palestine against the Haganah, the primary paramilitary organization of the Yishuv. Furthermore, Great Britain refused to enforce a deal that did not have the backing of both concerned parties.

Thus, by the last day of the British Mandate on May 14, Palestine faced a power vacuum. The vacuum was partially filled that afternoon when leaders of the Yishuv came together at the Tel Aviv Museum and declared that the new independent state of Israel would come into being at midnight on May 15. David Ben-Gurion, a renowned Zionist leader, would be both the first minister of defense and prime minister.6 The creation of a Jewish state was wholly unacceptable to the Arabs in Palestine as well as those in the Arab states, who were founding members of a regional organization called the Arab League, surrounding it. Foreseeing an imminent conflict, the UN General Assembly had passed a resolution on May 14 appointing Folke Bernadotte—a Swedish diplomat and former vice president of the Swedish Red Cross—as the United Nations mediator in Palestine. The role that Bernadotte assumed was the first of its kind, and he would face a significant challenge that erupted soon after this appointment. Hours after Israel came into being, the armed forces of Egypt, Jordan, Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria simultaneously sprang into action and engaged in an attack on all fronts.




[image: Figure 5.1. Across all three maps, the Jerusalem district, deemed to be an international zone, is slightly northeast of the geographic center of Palestine. The first map shows the proposed 1947 partition plan. Much of the westernmost border, much of the northern border, and territory surrounding the Jerusalem district, which total 42 percent of Palestine, are part of the Arab state. Much of southern Palestine and parts of northern Palestine, which total 56 percent of Palestine, are part of the Jewish state. The second map illustrates changes in territorial control in June 1948, at Israel’s lowest point in the war. Israel loses control of most of southern Palestine but creates a land bridge to the Jerusalem district. Israel controls about 19 percent of Palestine at this time. The third map shows territorial control in January 1949. Israel strengthens its access to the Jerusalem district and gains control of most of Palestine. Only the westernmost tip and a region surrounding the Jerusalem district remain under Arab control. Israel controls 78 percent of former Mandatory Palestine at the end of the war.]
Figure 5.1. Maps of changing control of Palestine.

The War Itself

Bernadotte officially assumed his official capacity as UN mediator on May 20 and relentlessly attempted to open channels of communication between Israel and the Arab states. The UN and Bernadotte were able to establish two truces during the war, each of which was intended to allow for mediation to change the belligerents’ reversion outcomes and find a suitable settlement regarding the fate of Palestine. The first period was from June 11 to July 8, and the second began on July 18 and ended on October 15. Both diplomatic endeavors ran into significant resistance from the belligerents, neither of which was willing to accept the proposals made by the UN mediator.

Prior to the first mediation effort, battlefield activity firmly tilted in the Arab League’s favor. But in the moments following the first truce, Israeli forces seized the initiative and made significant territorial gains. The Jewish state’s battlefield advantages only mounted in the aftermath of the second truce. On January 7, 1949, Israel and Egypt agreed to an initial ceasefire agreement, paving a path to a more formal peace that they would sign on the Greek island of Rhodes by February 24. Agreements with the other Arab states would subsequently materialize and be signed through the rest of 1949. Each of these settlements would establish terms that were favorable for the state of Israel.

A notable aspect of the Arab-Israeli War is that Israel’s reversal of fortune began in the aftermath of the first failed mediation effort. My theory suggests that this is no mere coincidence; diplomacy was critical to explaining Israel’s ability to reshape the trajectory of battlefield activity. As I will demonstrate, strong and unrelenting international pressure for peace, generated by the incipient United Nations and personified in the role of the UN mediator, created an opening for both the Arab states and Israel to transition into more peaceful periods of diplomatic bargaining when it suited their strategic interests as dictated by the battlefield, and to do so without suffering the degree of political disadvantage they would face from seeking diplomacy without external motivation. The belligerents thus had greater liberties to exploit periods of mediation to further promote their war aims rather than search for a meaningful negotiated settlement.

Israel ultimately had more to gain from bouts of insincere diplomacy. By buying pockets of time, Israel secured valuable opportunities to translate more of its latent war-fighting potential into actual force that could be used against the Arab states. Each period of relative calm afforded a moment to rearm, reorganize, and regroup for hostilities. These respites paid off, enabling the new Jewish state to win the very begrudging acknowledgment of—and indirect right to exist alongside—its Arab neighbors.

To elaborate on this argument, we must walk through the war once again but in greater detail, elucidating the strategic environment in which the conflict began.


Israel’s Initial Disadvantages

In terms of raw troop strength, Israel and the Arab states were roughly even at the outset of hostilities. Israel wielded approximately nineteen thousand fighters against the Arab League’s twenty-three thousand regular military troops.7 Israeli forces had relatively better training and quicker lines of communication. Yet on most other dimensions, Israel began the war at a significant disadvantage against its rivals. Jewish leaders in Palestine had long realized that a declaration of statehood would invite Arab attacks, but the new State of Israel was remarkably underprepared for the assaults that began on May 15. Several factors contributed to Israel’s handicapped position.

First, the Arab states wielded the element of surprise in the opening stages of conflict. Arab forces also began on high ground, while much of the Jewish population was in the lowlands.8 The Haganah also had poor intelligence capabilities, precluding it from learning valuable information about its Arab rivals or their imminent plans.9

Second, serious discussions about preparations against the Arabs began only on May 11, mere days before the planned declaration of statehood.10 Ben-Gurion disagreed with his military leaders about overarching strategy. The prospective prime minister and defense minister wanted to throw all possible force into overtaking the area that linked Tel Aviv with Jerusalem, while military officials sought to keep some forces in reserve as reinforcements that would be deployed only once Israel observed how the Arab states would respond. While initial plans largely followed Ben-Gurion’s desires, both overall proposals were preoccupied with offensive plans to claim territory and said startlingly little regarding the establishment of any defenses against Arab invasions.

Third, the Haganah and other Jewish fighters had continuously fought a civil war against Arabs in Palestine since November 1947, leaving them both physically and materially exhausted compared to the Arab troops that were engaging in hostilities for the first time. To be sure, this meant that Israeli forces—many of whom had also fought for the Allies in World War II—had far more combat experience than the Arab states’ militaries, none of which, except for Iraq’s forces, had fought in the war.11 But this experiential advantage was materially outweighed by Israel’s lack of arms and heavy weaponry. Their fighters had no field guns, a couple of old tanks, a handful of modest planes, and a disorganized assortment of rifles and machine guns. Only three-fifths of all fighters were armed,12 and ammunition supplies were so low that, on average, each rifle was allocated fifty rounds and each machine gun had only seven hundred.13 In mid-April, Ben-Gurion noted that the Yishuv remained “quite far from having the force we need to meet the 15th of May. We lack almost half the necessary manpower, we lack 80 percent of the transport, and we lack the rest of the [necessary] equipment in no small measure… . There is no food, there is no fuel, and a thousand other things.”14 On the other hand, the Arab states’ lack of combat experience was offset by substantial weaponry that included at least 150 field guns, twenty tanks, and fifty fighter aircraft.15 On top of this, the Haganah was a decentralized paramilitary force, and one of many. Arab opponents had more traditional command structures. The unified Israel Defense Forces (IDF) was established only on May 28, thirteen days after the war began.

These deficiencies had a concrete impact on Jewish assessments of the imminent conflict. On May 12, Yigal Yadin, the director of Israeli military operations, was asked to provide an assessment of the military situation. His response was unpropitious: “I would say not that the chances are quite even. If I want to be frank I would say that their advantage is greater.”16

Yadin’s pessimism was not unjustified. The nearly simultaneous assault from every front was overwhelming. Troops from Lebanon and Syria would come in from the north, either to take the Sea of Galilee or to split Israel into pieces; those from Iraq and Jordan would come in from the east and move toward the city of Haifa; and those from Egypt would enter from the south toward Tel Aviv. Two days into the conflict, Ben-Gurion openly told his cabinet that “the situation is very grave. There aren’t enough rifles. There are no heavy weapons.”17



Opening Hostilities and Exhaustion

Israel’s plans of a heavy offensive against the Arab states were instead transformed into painful efforts to repulse numerous attacks with limited resources. On May 19, a group of individuals responsible for defending the kibbutz of Degania Alef from Syrian invasion arrived in Tel Aviv to request reinforcements in advance of an imminent attack. Ben-Gurion’s response reflected how grim the material situation remained: “There are not enough guns, not enough planes; men are lacking on all fronts. The situation is very severe in the Negev, is difficult in Jerusalem, in Upper Galilee. The whole country is a front line. We cannot send reinforcements.”18 On May 28, after about ten days of intense fighting, Jordan’s military forces managed to overtake the Jewish Quarter of Jerusalem and force the evacuation of all remaining Jews from the area. Teddy Kollek, who would become mayor of Jerusalem from 1965 to 1993, later called this day “the blackest event in Israel’s War of Independence.”19

Meanwhile, attempts to take the offensive had limited success. This was certainly the case near Latrun, an area designated as part of the Arab state in the UN’s partition plan. It also included the old road that linked Tel Aviv with Jerusalem. Ben-Gurion believed Latrun to be so strategically important to Israel’s defense that he overrode his generals and ordered attacks on Arab troops there.20 In May and once in early June, Israeli forces attempted to take Latrun. They were repeatedly repulsed at great cost by well-prepared Jordanian forces and experienced the worst losses on a single battlefield that they would suffer until 1973.21

By early June, the Arab states had gained control over much of the territory that the United Nations partition plan had granted to Palestine. Israelis managed to push away a fair share of assaults, but about a third of the territory allocated to the Jewish state, most of which was in the Negev desert, was still occupied by Arab forces. Israel had managed to hold the Arab states at bay, but its forces were exhausted. Access to Jerusalem and the Jewish population there was incredibly tenuous, leaving people without reliable access to food, water, or medicine, and the Arab states continued to pose serious threats on basically every front.22 The middle map of figure 5.1 reflects the Israelis’ dire situation at this time.

The Arab states’ military forces were also deeply strained, and despite some successes, military leaders began to confront the reality that they were unlikely to eliminate the Jewish state wholesale. Politicians in the Arab League (with the exception of Jordan) continued to see decent prospects for gaining some advantage over Israel that could be framed as a victory, but the last month of fighting had left their soldiers and supplies drained. Jordan’s forces, the Arab Legion, faced significant issues. Having deployed all of its troops in the previous month, Jordan had no personnel reserves and had dwindling arms supplies.23



The First Mediation: Bernadotte’s Blitz

As the first phase of conflict intensified, the United Nations mediator sprang into action. Bernadotte received his official designation on May 20 and embraced the role with enormous devotion. UN Security Council Resolution 50, adopted on May 29, called for a four-week truce and made Bernadotte the key negotiator to lead this endeavor. Bernadotte had arrived in Cairo the previous day and began his mediation effort on May 30.

What followed was a furious week and a half of shuttle diplomacy, during which time Bernadotte and his staff traveled to Cairo, Tel Aviv, Amman, and Beirut to speak with each respective government. Collecting their thoughts, he attempted to identify key areas of disagreement and to offer proposals for truces in a take-it-or-leave-it format.24 A significant breakthrough took place on June 5, when Bernadotte essentially presented an ultimatum regarding terms of a truce; discussions had come to a standstill over definitions of “military personnel” and “men of military age,” both of which were part of Resolution 50. The belligerent states accepted the proposal, and a formal arrangement of a four-week truce was completed by June 9. The four-week ceasefire, which would be spent engaging in further mediation efforts to reach a more durable agreement, officially came into effect on the morning of June 11. While the ceasefire certainly reduced the intensity of hostilities compared to the previous month, compliance was inconsistent. Upward of five hundred ceasefire violations were reported during the first truce.25 Given the highly limited number of UN observers that were available to supervise the belligerents’ adherence to peace, many other infractions were likely not documented. This truce nonetheless opened the door to more substantive discussions that would ideally result in a mutually acceptable agreement regarding Palestine.

It is important to note that this mediation effort and associated drawdown in hostilities would likely not have occurred without the direct interposition of the United Nations and the mediator in Palestine. Both were critical to lowering the relative costs of negotiation for all belligerents. In early June, the Arab states were exhausting their military reserves but were unwilling to directly interact with Israel, as doing so would confer legitimacy to a state that it not only refused to recognize but hoped to eliminate.26 The government in Tel Aviv, seeking international recognition, was more open to diplomacy for the exact same reason, but it also could not freely make direct offers to negotiate for fear of looking weak.27 As such, one month into the war, both sides wanted to temporarily stop fighting but could not reasonably initiate a unilateral ceasefire without emboldening the enemy, sparking furor at home, or inviting the imposition of an unfavorable arrangement by the United Nations. Outside diplomatic pressure from the UN, major powers, and Bernadotte himself provided each side the necessary justification and political cover to pause hostilities without triggering as much blowback.28 In support of the ideas behind Hypothesis 2 (and, implicitly, Hypothesis 1), increased external pressure to negotiate played a critical part in getting parties to come to the table.

Substantiating Hypothesis 4, the period of mediation featured lower levels of hostilities compared to moments without diplomacy. Of course, this was a consequence of the formal truces imposed by the UN, but we also see evidence that the ceasefires were constantly violated. These repeated infractions attest to the external nature of the truce and mediation, which occurred when neither side harbored a genuine desire to strike a negotiated agreement.



Exploiting a Respite

My theory predicts that low costs to diplomacy will enable belligerents to engage in insincere negotiations that are not meant to terminate hostilities and may even attempt to extend them. The sequence of events that occurred during this first ceasefire and mediation confirms this claim. A weeks-long respite was exactly what both sides desired by early June, and each party was given a chance to extend and reshape hostilities compared to a situation where the war continued with no formal interruption.

A central tenet of the truce, and one that Bernadotte stressed, was that it would not be used to change the state of military affairs or grant either side a military advantage.29 The four weeks were meant to create room for dialogue that could lead to a more permanent peaceful arrangement. While both Israel and the Arab states entertained Bernadotte’s diplomatic efforts, it is now clear that neither side expected or really wanted a diplomatic peace. Each belligerent instead seemed more interested in exploiting negotiations and the associated lull in battlefield hostilities to promote the aims that triggered the war in the first place.

For the Arab states, the four-week period provided valuable time to resupply themselves with varying degrees of success. According to a secret commission of inquiry in Iraq, the government managed to ship substantial arms and ammunition to forces in Jordan and Palestine by disguising these shipments as food and clothing. Iraqi forces at the front had been boosted to ten thousand. Egypt reinforced its troops, replenished its ammunition (though Arab forces continued to face issues on this front), and repaired its planes for further combat. Both Egypt and Syria launched a massive recruitment effort to increase their numbers as well.30

Yet the party that had more to gain from the pause was Israel. In a document dated June 11, 1948, a British official stationed in Haifa argued that the first truce “would certainly be exploited by the Jews to continue military training and reorganization.”31 Iraqi chief of staff General Salah Saib al-Jaburi also reported to his own government that Israel would be much more militarily capable following the truce.32 These assessments proved to be correct. Moshe Carmel, a military commander who would later become minister of transportation, called the military pause “dew from heaven.”33 The four weeks were vital for reorganizing the new IDF force, replenishing supplies, giving soldiers time to rest, and addressing grievances that troops had about the lack of support for their families.34

Beyond refreshing the forces already on the ground, having extra time would also allow Israel to gain additional troops and weapons that would significantly augment the country’s military power. The continuing influx of Jews, many of whom were veterans of World War II, into Israel provided a significant boost to recruitment efforts. While Israel had approximately thirty thousand fighters at the war’s opening, the number expanded to sixty-five thousand by the middle of July.35 Israelis eventually had a three-to-two advantage in terms of troops in Palestine.36

Israel’s most critical weakness—its comparatively paltry supply of weapons—was also addressed during this lull in hostilities. The United States had imposed an embargo on arms sales to Palestine and neighboring states in December 1947 as part of its commitment to the partition plan laid out in UN Security Council Resolution 181 (II).37 Resolution 50, which had sought a four-week truce, instituted a global arms embargo against all belligerents during the ceasefire. Zionist leaders failed to change the Truman administration’s policy despite Truman’s support of the Jewish cause, and the global embargo appeared to be generally upheld.38 Yishuv leaders, however, had made numerous large orders of weapons, aircraft, and ammunition from Latin America, Western Europe, and Czechoslovakia in the months immediately following the partition plan and before the first truce. Illegal purchases in the United States also boosted Israel’s capabilities.39 A steady stream of fifty million bullets, twenty-five thousand rifles, five thousand machine guns, and numerous tanks arrived in Israel and were incorporated into the IDF before the global arms embargo began.40 The Israeli Air Force also came into being in late May but obtained more modern aircraft only as the conflict progressed. Ben-Gurion was eager to take advantage of this respite to engage in more war planning. Flouting the terms of the truce, he demanded that military production increase and that Israelis establish new stronghold settlements (yishuvei mishlat) that would consolidate Israel’s control over its newly won territory.41

Conspicuously, Bernadotte was oblivious to the dramatic expansion of Israeli military capabilities over the truce period. He and his team intensified their interactions with the belligerent governments, but these efforts occurred under the misguided presumption that both sides’ forces remained relatively even.42 Some of these misconceptions may have made their way into the initial proposal he made to the concerned parties on June 28, 1948. A central provision of this plan was the creation of a “Union, comprising two Members, one Arab and Jewish,” each of which would have political autonomy but share an economic union. The document offered several suggestions about how territory that was in dispute during the war would be allocated between the two autonomous territories.43 Bernadotte also proposed an extension of the truce by an additional month to create more time for his proposal to elicit dialogue. UN Security Council Resolution 53, adopted on July 7, reiterated this appeal for “the prolongation of the truce.”44 Despite Bernadotte’s assurances that these ideas were only preliminary and offered in hopes of extending the truce for further dialogue, both sides were extremely displeased with the proposal and perceived it to be too concrete for comfort.45

On June 30, while discussing Bernadotte’s first plan, Ben-Gurion and his cabinet considered but subsequently rejected the idea of launching a premature attack. Ben-Gurion believed that the Arab states would reject the deal and refuse to keep talking, thus creating an opening for Israel to launch its offensives after setting up the Arab states as the recalcitrant party.46 In general accordance with Ben-Gurion’s prognosis, the Arab League took public actions that appeared more belligerent. The Israelis dismissed the specific terms in his proposal but expressed openness to a longer truce. On July 6, the Arab states unanimously declared their opposition to both the proposal and a ceasefire extension.47



Renewed Hostilities

The Egyptians ended the truce a day early on July 8, hoping to exploit the element of surprise for an advantage on the battlefield. The hostilities that unfolded in the second phase of violence are retrospectively called the “Ten-Day Battles,” reflecting the relatively brief bout of violence before another ceasefire and mediation effort came into effect. The nature of combat fundamentally changed compared to the more indeterminate state of hostilities before the first truce: the strengthened Israeli military now seized the initiative. In the North, Operation Dekel (July 8–18) captured a series of Arab villages, including the symbolically significant town of Nazareth.48 On the central front, Operation Dani (July 9–19) claimed territory near Tel Aviv and created a vital bridge to the Jewish soldiers and civilians who were isolated in Jerusalem. Consistent with the implications of Hypothesis 5, hostilities immediately following failed negotiations resulted in a battlefield that reduced levels of imbalance on the battlefield by neutralizing many of the Arabs initiators’ gains in the first month of hostilities.

Israel’s new offensives did not accomplish all of Ben-Gurion’s goals. For example, Operation Dani fell short of its objective of securing Latrun—a constant struggle for the Israelis. An effort to retake Jerusalem also did not materialize. Nontrivial resistance by Arab forces inflicted significant losses on the IDF, leading it to adopt more limited territorial aims.49 Leaders in the Arab states were nonetheless startled to see how dramatically their fortunes had turned. Over ten days, Israel gained nearly four hundred square miles of territory, while the Arab states had cobbled together only about thirty.50 The Arabs’ defenses in key locations such as Latrun and Jerusalem had held, but only barely and with few resources left to repeat the process.



The Second Mediation: Bernadotte’s Demise

Eight days into fighting, on July 15, the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 54, which ordered all belligerent states to cease fire and resume cooperation with Bernadotte. Unlike the first truce, this demand was not predicated on the idea of negotiations leading to a quick agreement, nor did it come with a finite time limit. The ceasefire and mediation were intended to continue indefinitely until a deal could be made, but such an arrangement would be conditional on the parties’ continued cooperation.51

The Arab League collectively informed UN secretary-general Trygve Lie of their acceptance of a truce on July 17, with numerous conditions attached. Even the initially hawkish politicians now realized that they had likely achieved all they could and that future hostilities would probably lead to losses. In a meeting of Arab League leaders, the prime minister of Jordan reported that his country’s military had completely run out of ammunition.52 Negotiations therefore presented the only practical path to consolidate the gains made thus far from fighting and to attempt to impel Israel to make a deal before it managed to take more ground. Even if Arab leaders recognized that talks could prove unsuccessful, they saw the costs of uninterrupted fighting as too high to simply accept.

In a testament to how the UN Security Council lowered the relative costs of negotiation, the Arab League also took clear advantage of Security Council Resolution 54 to create political cover for themselves. Local media lambasted Western states and the Security Council for imposing a truce and mediation efforts, simultaneously broadcasting false stories about Arab victories to placate their citizens.53 Foreign officials in these states became victims of attacks on the streets. Diplomats surmised that the Arab governments had steered public outrage toward the West in order to deflect criticism from their own shortcomings in Palestine and their voluntary accession to the truce. Iraq publicly rebuffed the truce proposal but privately admitted to the British that the Iraqi prime minister had simply “seized an opportunity for increasing his political stature in Iraq, where public opinion was strongly in favor of continuing the fighting.”54

The Israeli government, very aware of international pressure for peace, accepted the ceasefire a day before the Arabs did. But their underlying motivation for doing so was markedly different. Seeing success on the battlefield, Israeli leaders wanted to use this second round of diplomacy as yet another break in advance of renewed hostilities. Ben-Gurion’s lack of interest in a negotiated settlement was almost immediately apparent, at least behind closed doors. On July 19, only one day into the truce, Ben-Gurion met again with Director of Military Operations Yigal Yadin to ask when Israeli forces would be prepared to resume fighting. Ben-Gurion then spent a cabinet meeting on August 1 making the case for the eventual resumption of hostilities.55 He also mandated that each soldier undergo at least one month of training and be discharged to get rest before having to fight again. While Israel had enjoyed new victories in the ten days of hostilities, Arab forces had not been driven out of Palestine and appeared unwilling to take any action—a situation that Ben-Gurion found unacceptable for Israel’s longer-term security. The prime minister thus started reviewing plans to stage offensives that would lay waste to the Arab states and obliterate their interest in any future hostilities.56 Military decisions made in Tel Aviv were not responsive or connected to diplomatic activities taking place simultaneously, largely because officials concluded that the Arab states would never withdraw troops from Palestine of their own accord.57 As such, Israel entered the new mediation effort with truly insincere intentions. Ben-Gurion did not expect or want agreement, but rather sought time to prepare for an assault that would break the Arab states’ backs.

Between late July and mid-September, Bernadotte resumed another aggressive round of shuttle diplomacy between the belligerent states. Discussions mainly revolved around issues of territorial control—with special emphasis on Jerusalem, the Negev, and ports in Haifa and Lydda—and the status of Arab refugees who had been driven out of their homes during the conflict. Notably, leaders in each Arab government now begrudgingly accepted the existence of an independent Jewish state, even if they would refuse to formally recognize it.58 This was a significant political concession, but it did not translate into an acceptable deal. Egypt indicated that it would accept only a peace settlement that reverted to the military situation from early June, which would negate all gains Israel had made after the first truce was prematurely ended by Egyptian forces.59

Bernadotte released his second plan on September 16, 1948. The revised proposal now recognized the existence of an independent and fully autonomous State of Israel. Rather than placing Jerusalem in Arab Palestine, the new plan put the Holy City under UN control, much as was outlined in the UN resolution from November 29, 1947. The disputed ports in Haifa and Jaffa were to be freely accessible to Arab states—an idea the Israelis could not accept. The Negev, which the 1947 partition plan had designated as part of a Jewish state, was now to be allocated to the Arabs. While these represented improvements from Israel’s perspective, the proposal outlined an Israel that would constitute only one-fifth of the original Mandatory Palestine.60 Finally, the plan’s stipulation that Arab refugees would have the right to return to their homes meant that hundreds of thousands of Arabs would be allowed to freely reenter the small Jewish state.

On September 17, Bernadotte was assassinated by Zionist militants from a group called Lehi. The so-called “second plan” would become Bernadotte’s final act and testament. Ralph Bunche, Bernadotte’s highly trusted assistant and adviser, assumed the role of acting mediator from this point forward. While Bernadotte's death placed additional weight on the proposal, both Israel and the Arab states voiced objections to it in the following week.61



The Third Phase and Mediation: Bunche’s Peace

By early October 1948, the Israeli government grew impatient with foundering mediation efforts. The time had come to take action and employ the forces that had been renewed and replenished over the last three months. While the first truce permitted Israel to grow to sixty-five thousand troops, this number had now ballooned further to more than ninety thousand.62 A cabinet meeting on October 6 coalesced around a plan to break through on the southern front against Egypt with the apparent aim of opening the road to the Negev.63 The desert as a whole was largely uninhabited, but Ben-Gurion saw the vast open space as being necessary for Israel’s growth. The Israelis would try to make as many gains as possible in a few days before the Security Council could press for another ceasefire. This would proceed through separate campaigns, and Operation Yoav would be the primary assault.

Operation Yoav (also known as Operation Ten Plagues), from October 15 to 22, was ruinous for the Egyptians. After provoking Egyptian forces into firing shots that could serve as a pretext for a broader response, Israeli planes destroyed Egyptian airfields while ground forces split Egyptian troops into smaller clusters that could not support one another or receive reinforcements. Israeli forces were able to overtake a series of Arab villages, as well as the city of Beersheba, which was the largest city in the Negev and the key to controlling the rest of the desert.64 A large contingent of four thousand Egyptian forces was isolated in the village of al-Faluja.65 Conspicuously, the other Arab states were weary of fighting and did not offer any support to Egypt.66 On October 19, the Security Council passed a resolution calling for a ceasefire. After a day of delay, Ben-Gurion decided to accept this appeal and also believed that doing so would help to prevent an Egyptian counterattack.67 A localized ceasefire went into effect on October 22.

Operation Yoav succeeded in claiming Beersheba by the time the latest ceasefire began. Yet much of the Negev still had to be secured. The good news from Operation Yoav encouraged Israel to continue pushing out Arab forces and claiming territory as expeditiously as possible before international pressure would tie its hands. On October 28, Israeli forces initiated Operation Hiram, engaging in sixty hours of fighting against Arab forces situated in Galilee. Approximately eight hundred Arab casualties were killed or captured, and the Upper Galilee was seized by Israelis before another local truce was established. On November 4, the Security Council adopted Resolution 61, which called for all sides to withdraw back to positions held on October 14 (before Operation Yoav) and to work with the UN mediator to establish “permanent truce lines.”68 Israel continued its attacks regardless of this resolution, attracting a wave of criticism and building momentum for Resolution 62, which would reiterate the appeal for an armistice and negotiations.

When Resolution 62 was adopted on November 16, Israel had not yet completed its objective of securing the Negev. Moshe Sharett, the first minister of foreign affairs, demurred and bided his time by offering a series of insubstantial concessions regarding control over the coastal strip, all with the intention of buying more time for Israel to consolidate its control.69 Israeli diplomatic activity in the face of high international pressures and low relative costs of fighting were insincere—explicitly designed to delay in hopes of advancing Israel’s war aims rather than end them.

Resolution 62 also went unheeded but bought political time and space for Israel to press the war slightly further. One additional and final major Israeli effort, Operation Horev, began on December 22 with the intention of pushing all Egyptian forces out of Israeli lands. By New Year’s Day 1949, international opposition to the Israelis’ campaign became significant, but IDF forces made one final push to take the town of Rafah, which would grant them high ground and also trap many Egyptian forces. On January 6, the Egyptians relented and declared their willingness to enter mediation to forge an armistice with Israel. With the British applying some pressure on Ben-Gurion, Israel accepted a January 6 ceasefire and brought hostilities to an end.

Delegations from Israel and Egypt met in Rhodes on January 12. The two parties, with the assistance of Ralph Bunche, signed a formal armistice agreement on February 24, 1949. The settlement established a temporary demarcation line that tabled the ultimate question of what to do about Palestine. Israel would have to withdraw troops from several cities and allow Egyptian troops trapped in al-Faluja to go back home, but these concessions were not too significant compared to Israel’s gains. Beersheba and the Negev, both part of the proposed Arab state in the 1947 partition plan, would now go to the Israelis. Over the next several months, Israel would sign a series of armistice agreements with the remaining Arab states, largely on terms that recognized the state of the battlefield and Israel’s military superiority. As seen in the right-most map in figure 5.1, the new state came to possess almost four-fifths of the former Mandatory Palestine,70 which was about 22 percent more than what the partition plan had originally envisioned.71




Reviewing Wartime Diplomacy

The Arab-Israeli War underwent two periods of mediated and external negotiation before Israel and Egypt undertook steps to sign an armistice agreement in a third mediation.72 The first negotiation period ensued when both Israel and the Arab states were exhausted from initial hostilities but saw value to fighting as long as they could have an opportunity to reorganize and replenish themselves. The UN mediator, backed by a series of Security Council resolutions, decreased the relative costs of negotiation and thus enabled all belligerents to participate in diplomacy more freely. As both parties believed they could find success on the battlefield after a brief respite, they acceded to the efforts of Folke Bernadotte but harbored very little interest in making any concessions to their opponent. Nearly all states instead focused on rearming and recruiting more soldiers to join the war. The first mediation effort therefore proved to be borne of insincere intentions on both sides, and each belligerent realized that its opponent would use these inorganic talks to improve its military capabilities.

The strategic calculus changed slightly during the second truce and mediation. Israel continued to believe—and had now seen evidence—that it could amass more territory with limited resistance if it kept fighting. With the relative costs of negotiation being low but the relative costs of future fighting being even lower, Israel sought to stall for time through negotiations and to rearm yet again for another series of offensives to claim the Negev. Ben-Gurion entered talks with insincere motives. On the other hand, members of the Arab League began to see that future hostilities would yield grave outcomes and sought to lock down their battlefield gains through a negotiated settlement before Israel could wrest away those gains militarily. The Arab states’ willingness to acknowledge Israel’s existence marked a significant shift that was reflective of their updated beliefs. All the same, the Arab states were not yet ready to make major policy concessions regarding Palestine and indeed offered proposals involving a return to prewar conditions, which did not get much traction. With the relative costs of future fighting being high, the Arabs states’ negotiation strategies were now more sincere.

By late 1948, Egypt knew its fortunes were grim and wanted to stop the conflict. Indeed, in the early days of 1949, King Farouk of Egypt had his personal plane standing by in case he needed to flee Cairo.73 Diplomatic documents suggest that Egypt had in fact made numerous peace overtures in the late months of 1948, only to be ignored by the Israelis.74 The combination of low relative costs of negotiation and high relative costs of fighting resulted in a more sincere negotiation effort from Egypt. Even so, the government did its best to minimize public ire by dissembling and portraying the decision as an accession to international pressure. Prime Minister Ibrahim Abdel-Hadi was quoted in the January 27, 1949, issue of the state-owned magazine Al-Musawar as saying that Egypt had ceased hostilities “because the Security Council so decreed,” even though the nation’s “armed forces were at their zenith in discipline and strength”75—a patently false claim.

While Israel continued to enjoy military success on the battlefield, Ben-Gurion saw two reasons why future fighting would not be profitable. First, at the domestic level, the Israeli public was sick of the war and largely felt they had been successful against the Arabs.76 Second, at the international level, Britain threatened to intervene militarily in accordance with the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian Treaty if Israel refused to withdraw its forces from Egypt. A concurrent message from Washington, DC, on December 30 warned Ben-Gurion that this British threat was serious.77 Ben-Gurion interpreted these signals as ultimatums, which would be deeply unfavorable for Israel if triggered.78 With discouraging prospects from continued fighting, Israel ordered its IDF units to pull out of the Sinai, and Israeli representatives entered talks at Rhodes days later.

The mediation at Rhodes was difficult and almost came apart at least once. Nonetheless, both parties were now sincere in their negotiation behavior and made concessions regarding the division of Palestine. Unlike the two previous diplomatic efforts, which had invited insincere motivations, the discussions at Rhodes succeeded in codifying a set of concrete proposals regarding the demarcation and demilitarization of the former Palestinian mandate.79 The demarcation lines and demilitarized zones were meant to be temporary arrangements that would lead the way to more formal talks within the next year. But as we have seen, these developments did not come to pass, and the hundreds of thousands of Arab refugees created by the conflict would have significant ramifications that resonate to this day.

It is worth noting that ripeness theory does not provide an effective explanation of diplomacy during this war. Scholars have written about the utility of ripeness theory in addressing the more protracted multidecade conflict between Israel, Palestine, and the Arab states,80 but far less is said about this particular war in isolation. The three rounds of talks during this inaugural conflict took place in periods of high battlefield movement—not moments of costly stalemate. Intense third-party efforts to facilitate negotiations and identify ways out of fighting instead enabled belligerents, who still had not had sufficient opportunity to ascertain the bounds of a viable bargaining range, to buy time and extract side effects that they hoped would improve their war-fighting prospects. Ripeness theory does not systematically recognize this possibility, nor does it address the conditions in which negotiations are more likely to be exploited insincerely. The argument and evidence I have presented do address the causes and effects of these critical diplomatic maneuvers that, in the end, actualized Israel’s existence.



The Limits of Diplomatic Pressure

Over the course of the war between May 1948 and January 1949, the UN Security Council adopted at least eleven resolutions related to “the Palestine Question,” many of which explicitly called for ceasefires and diplomacy. Israel selectively acceded to only two resolutions, resulting in two mediation efforts, and did so when it suited its strategic interests. The new Jewish state thus demonstrated a definite awareness of how third-party diplomatic pressures could be exploited for additional gains.

Israel faced existential trouble in the first month of its war against neighboring Arab states.81 Considered on their own, the inauspicious results from the battlefield could have compelled Israel to consider terminating hostilities. But Prime Minister Ben-Gurion and other decision-makers around him knew that having more time would prove crucial to translating more of their latent capabilities into actual force on the battlefield. The four-week mediation period in June and July 1948 afforded such an opportunity. The UN’s intense diplomatic pressure campaign decreased the relative costs of negotiation. As Hypotheses 1 and 2 together suggest, such pressure enabled negotiations at higher rates than would have occurred without outside intervention, but these talks did not facilitate settlement. Both belligerents instead engaged in insincere diplomacy aimed at preparing for additional combat. In line with Hypotheses 4 and 5, talks were associated with reductions in active hostilities, and the end of failed mediation was quickly followed by sudden changes in battlefield trends. Israel may have continued bolstering its military capabilities even in the absence of UN mediation, but the historical record shows that the monthlong diplomatic undertaking created an indispensable avenue for Israel to ready itself for conflict. Commander Moshe Carmel’s description of this period as “dew from heaven” underscores the importance of the pause for Israel’s military fortunes. The more Israel’s advantages materialized on the battlefield, the more both sides were willing to contemplate settlement. The context and consequences of the three rounds of negotiations during this war are consistent with expectations derived from Hypothesis 3.

Both Israel and the Arab states believed that the first mediation would help them fight more effectively in the near future. Yet ultimately, we see that Israel had more to gain from buying time, and this advantage only grew over the course of hostilities. The Israeli government’s activities throughout the war illustrate an awareness of how much international opinion and pressure could be obstacles but also assets in accomplishing its overall goals. At the terrible cost of six thousand deaths, or about 1 percent of the population at the time, Israel secured its existence and grew by approximately 2,500 square miles compared to the hypothetical Jewish state that the United Nations had proposed in November 1947.82 Insincere negotiations helped realize these accomplishments.

Diplomacy remains deeply relevant in the contemporary iteration of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Since the turn of the twenty-first century, numerous peace initiatives have been launched to devise a long-term resolution to the territorial dispute, which was exacerbated by Israel’s significant gains in the 1967 Six-Day War. A common theme across the majority of these efforts, however, is that they have been spearheaded by external actors that often cajoled Israeli and Palestinian representatives to even come to the table. For instance, direct talks that took place sporadically throughout 2010 were the result of President Barack Obama’s address in Cairo in June 2009, as well as intense monthslong pressure by Secretary of State Hillary Clinton.83 An additional round of negotiations in 2013 and 2014 was championed by the next secretary of state, John Kerry, who met with Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas and Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu approximately one hundred times over nine months.84 My theory emphasizes that talks borne of such pressures are likely to fail or even be abused. Indeed, both Netanyahu and Abbas eventually agreed to participate in (and later abandoned) renewed dialogue in 2013 and 2014 only because they worried about hurting their long-term relationships with the United States and facing international ire for rejecting diplomacy outright.85 As a New York Times article concerning Kerry’s relentless diplomatic mission noted, third parties “cannot force an agreement if the parties are unwilling.”86 Tragically, whatever diplomatic efforts do occur to address this conflict, their likelihood of success in forging a somewhat stable peace will hinge not simply on the prudence of outside actors but also on the degree to which all parties absorb terrible truths from carnage.
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The “Talking War” in Korea

Through much of the evidence I have presented thus far, I have treated periods of negotiation as a single unit of analysis. Quantitative models in chapters 3 and 4 have shown that negotiations that are the product of third-party pressures are generally less likely to terminate conflicts and to pacify the battlefield compared to talks sought by belligerents themselves. My qualitative case studies have also characterized entire uninterrupted stretches of negotiation as being sincere or insincere. But if negotiation is a truly strategic act that helps to navigate hostilities, belligerents’ decisions to talk sincerely or insincerely could be fluid within individual rounds of diplomacy. My theory explicitly predicts that, if all else is held equal, periods of fighting that provide more information should incentivize belligerents to negotiate more sincerely. Does this prediction hold for other conflicts, and can it be measured in a more systematic and hands-off manner that reduces the likelihood of cherry-picking evidence?

This chapter addresses these questions by exploring a single case: the Korean War of 1950–53. Known as the “Forgotten War” due to its timing between World War II and the Vietnam conflict, as well as its relative irrelevance and obscurity to the American public at the time, since the late 2000s, this war has received far more attention in scholarly literature on international relations.1 A defining feature of the Korean War is that the final two years featured extensive and difficult negotiations between the United Nations Command (UNC), which fought on behalf of South Korea, and the Communist states of North Korea and China. Over seven hundred separate meetings took place before the conflict came to an end with an armistice agreement on July 27, 1953.

Three key findings emanate from my analysis of the circumstances surrounding and within these extensive talks. First, third-party pressures loomed large over the belligerents’ decisions concerning negotiations. Both sides were keenly aware of the political and military implications linked to negotiating with the enemy. Concerns over looking weak by asking to negotiate lingered in all warring parties’ minds. The United Nations and several states played crucial roles in applying pressure and offering political cover, which facilitated the start of talks in July 1951. The fact that the United States and China were both major powers did not fully insulate them from external pressures or a desire to curry favor with the international community. I provide qualitative evidence to substantiate these claims.

The next two results speak to what happens within negotiations themselves. The tools and resources I use to explore these two final points are new to the study of conflict: computational analysis of large sets of archival documents that chronicle the battlefield and bargaining table over the whole war. Full transcripts of armistice negotiations, totaling several thousand pages, record every word uttered between the delegations from July 1951 through July 1953. Daily military reports filed by the UNC provide granular data on battlefield movements. These resources permit me to develop precise and dynamic measures of the battlefield in terms of both movement and casualties, as well as negotiation behavior over the final two years of the war.

By applying a combination of text and supervised learning methods to the negotiation transcripts, I systematically gauge the degree to which each delegation’s verbal statements were sincere or insincere. This leads to my second central result: the two sides did not slowly and surely converge on an agreement over time. Delegations fluidly moved between periods of relatively sincere and insincere negotiations. At points, delegates spoke at great length about substantive issues that would make concrete progress toward an armistice agreement. The transcripts feature many instances of “failed” sincere negotiations where the two sides did not reach an agreement despite exchanging meaningful views about their opposing stances regarding the technicalities of an armistice. At other points, the negotiators launched into caustic accusations, diatribes, and other hostile language that were clearly designed to paralyze talks and create propaganda that would publicly malign the adversary and frame it as the recalcitrant party uninterested in peace. Such activity could make no meaningful contribution to peace, and if anything could pull the process backward.

I then use text analysis methods for the daily military reports to create precise measures of battlefield movement and imbalance, which reflect information from fighting. Statistical analysis of the battlefield and negotiation data produce the third and perhaps most important result: fluctuations in negotiation behavior were tightly tied to recent developments on the battlefield. Both belligerents adopted policies where military force would be employed to convince the other side to yield and make concessions at the bargaining table. When recent fighting tilted in one belligerent’s favor, both delegations were more likely to negotiate in a more substantive and ostensibly sincere manner. When recent fighting became indeterminate, however, negotiators engaged in more propagandistic, obstinate, and insincere negotiation behavior. Even during talks that are broadly considered to be difficult and exploited, I find meaningful and predictable variation in how seriously or not seriously a belligerent discussed ideas that could lead to a diplomatic settlement of hostilities. Negotiations were therefore always valuable, but the nature of the value derived from them—whether helping to reach peace or helping to support the war effort—varied depending on the state of hostilities. My theory therefore not only predicts whether entire negotiation periods are more or less likely to be sincere but also addresses shifting negotiation behavior within individual rounds of talks. My argument and evidence do not contradict conventional wisdom regarding the reasons why the Korean War ended but rather show that the frustrations of negotiation also followed a consistent logic. Importantly, these findings were made possible by the methodological innovation of analyzing archival documents using computational methods.2


A Review of the Korean War

Prior to introducing any computational analysis of Korean War negotiations, it is first useful to provide some background information on the conflict and the environment in which negotiations took place. This review has three interrelated benefits. First, the historical context is valuable in its own right. Second, several key moments leading up to negotiations, which I will explore qualitatively, also dovetail with implications of my theory. Third, knowledge about the war is essential for assessing whether the quantitative measures I create using archival documents align with our qualitative understanding of the conflict.


Fighting in the First Year

The Korean War erupted after years of escalating tensions following World War II. Under Japanese occupation since 1910, the Korean peninsula was mutually occupied and divided by the Soviet Union and the United States in 1945. The two states split the peninsula along the thirty-eighth parallel and took control of the territory north and south of this line, respectively. Figure 6.1 depicts the peninsula and its geographic division. By 1948, both sides established their own governments. The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK, informally North Korea) took root in the North, while the Republic of Korea (ROK, informally South Korea) was established in the South. Each regime had the support of a different superpower and claimed to govern the entire peninsula.3 On June 25, 1950, North Korean troops launched a sudden offensive across the entire parallel. The UN Security Council declared this an invasion and called for a ceasefire on the same day. North Korean troops did not observe this request. Beyond harboring a fundamental suspicion of the United Nations, Kim Il-sung, chairman of the DPRK, had anticipated accomplishing victory within a month,4 and he therefore had no interest in heeding the Security Council’s appeals.


[image: Figure 6.1. The thirty-eighth parallel divides the Korean peninsula. The North Korean capital of Pyongyang is on the northern side of the peninsula. The South Korean capital of Seoul is slightly below the thirty-eighth parallel. The coastal city of Incheon is to the west of Seoul. The port city of Busan is on the southeast tip of the peninsula. The city of Kaesong and the village of Panmunjom are very close to one another and sit just below the parallel.]
Figure 6.1. Map of the Korean peninsula.

Historical treatments of the conflict divide it into four distinct phases, of which the first three took place in the opening year. The first phase occurred between June 25 and September 14, 1950, as the North Korean People’s Army (KPA) engaged in a relatively swift southward sweep down the peninsula. Troops of the Republic of Korea were poorly equipped and had no means to deal with the tanks or heavy artillery at the invaders’ disposal. US troops, few in number, were also unprepared for an attack and did not have the appropriate weaponry to stage a proper defense. The Truman administration had placed far more of its focus on Europe and also considered Japan to be the critical factor to containing China and the Soviet Union in East Asia. Unable to quickly recover from these handicaps, South Korean and US forces were in a state of constant retreat and driven all the way down to Busan, a port city on the southern tip of the Korean peninsula.5 On July 7, the Security Council adopted Resolution 84, which recommended that member states provide military forces for a “unified command” that would be led by the United States.6 The United Nations Command (UNC) was formally established on July 24, 1950. One week later, ROK president Rhee Syng-man transferred operational command of the ROK Army to the United States and hence the UNC. Given that South Korea was not a member of the United Nations at that time, this was a significant decision.

The second phase began on September 15, 1950. The UNC, under the command of General Douglas MacArthur, was tasked with restoring the prewar status quo. This effort started with a surprise amphibious landing in Incheon, a town near Seoul and the thirty-eighth parallel. As a result, the UNC cut off supplies and communication between the North Korean government and KPA troops that had moved into the South. The Incheon landing greatly exceeded the UNC’s expectations. The KPA fled back to the thirty-eighth parallel in only two weeks and offered very little resistance as the battle front swung back up the peninsula. The UNC revised its original goal of restoring the prewar status quo, instead opting to eliminate the DPRK altogether. UNC forces thus continued to press their advantage by moving toward the Yalu River, which was on the border of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), by late October, under the belief that Kim Il-sung’s regime in the DPRK would surrender while China would stay out of the conflict. Riding high on optimism, the UNC planned and initiated a “Home-by-Christmas” offensive on November 24.7

The UNC was incorrect and unknowingly entered the third and most tumultuous phase of conflict.8 At the instruction of Mao Zedong, Chinese forces had clandestinely infiltrated the peninsula in October and November before staging their first major offensive on November 25.9 The sudden introduction of over three hundred thousand People’s Volunteer Army (PVA) troops reshaped the battlefield. Over multiple battles culminating in the massive New Year’s Offensive in January 1951, UNC forces were impelled to cede control of Seoul and withdraw to the thirty-eighth parallel, engaging in some of the worst retreats in US military history.10 By March, the UNC reclaimed the initiative by launching Operation Ripper, which was designed to eliminate as many Communist forces as possible from the vicinity of Seoul and to get UNC troops back to the thirty-eighth parallel. The operation successfully reclaimed Seoul and reached the thirty-eighth parallel but did not take down many Communist forces, who had rapidly retreated. In April and May, the PVA responded with the large Spring Offensive that pressed against the entire front. Chinese forces pushed UNC forces back but were also spread too thin to complete their objective. The UNC’s bombing campaign and counterattack, called Operation Strangle, began on May 20 and reversed the PVA’s gains. By mid-June, lines of control had started to stabilize around the thirty-eighth parallel.

Losses during the first year were severe. Counting all those killed, captured, wounded, and sick, the United States amassed 73,600 casualties, while South Korea sustained about 180,000. The Communist states, however, suffered upward of 1,100,000.11 Facing a clear disadvantage in armaments and air power, North Korea and China compensated through greater willingness to withstand heavier costs than their enemy. Yet by this point, leaders of both sides privately realized that neither side could land a decisive blow that would lead to total victory and thus sought some form of restoration of the prewar status quo.12



The Path to Negotiations

Both the United States and the Communist states had contemplated negotiations several months before mid-1951. As my theory highlights, however, all belligerents were deeply concerned that showing interest in talks would create perceptions of weakness, which in turn would embolden the adversary to push harder at both the negotiation table and the battlefield.

During the United States’ darkest moments in the war in December 1950, the Truman administration contemplated whether to start ceasefire talks.13 In a memorandum submitted on December 3, George Kennan and Secretary of State Dean Acheson argued vociferously against diplomacy, concluding that any attempt at a negotiated ceasefire “would probably be taken by [Communist] leaders as a bid for peace by us on whatever terms we can get. They would regard this as confirmation that we were faced with the alternative of capitulation, on the one hand, or complete rout and military disaster on the other… . Any approach we make to them without some solid cards in our hand … may simply be exploited by them for purposes of spotlighting out weakness and improving their own position.”14

During a meeting the following day, additional officials, including Dean Rusk, agreed that this was “the poorest time possible for any negotiations” on the basis that talks would make the United States look like it was suing for peace.15 Around the same moment, Mao and Chinese prime minister Zhou Enlai conferred with the Soviets about prospects for negotiations. Stalin stridently opposed talks, arguing that they would help the UNC to feel that conditions were improving and to “win time” to fight more aggressively.16

Third-party pressure to negotiate weighed heavily on all belligerents’ minds during the first year of the war. UN secretary-general Trygve Lie made numerous attempts to initiate talks between the warring parties—talks that were complicated by the fact that the UN was technically an active participant in the war. At the same time, the Nehru government in India exerted significant diplomatic pressure. The first Indian attempt at peace began in July 1950 but ultimately went nowhere. By December 7, India led a coalition of thirteen Arab and Asian states to submit a proposal to begin peace talks. The proposal was soon adopted by the UN General Assembly and led to the creation of a three-party ceasefire committee involving representatives from the UN, India, and Canada. These diplomatic moves concerned both the Communist states and the United States, neither of which wanted to stop fighting in late 1950.

The fact that the two sets of belligerents made efforts to deflect blame, rather than to ignore peace proposals outright or refuse them without explanation, shows that third-party pressures were indeed salient. On December 7, the PRC stated that one of its preconditions for talks was the immediate withdrawal of all foreign troops from the Korean peninsula. This demand, which was formulated in consultation with the Soviet government, was made under the belief that the United States would not agree to it despite how reasonable it would sound to the international community.17 In a meeting with Lie on December 9, Chinese representatives stressed that China wanted peace and that any blame for continued conflict rested with Washington’s unwillingness to make any useful proposals.18 In mid-January 1951, the three-party ceasefire committee established a month earlier submitted a report and proposal for peace talks. While the United States accepted the proposal’s terms, China mistakenly believed that global sentiment was still behind the Communists and thus rejected the deal. China’s refusal was a political windfall for Washington.19 Riding a new swell of international frustration with the PRC, Truman’s administration went on a public diplomatic offensive, culminating with the passing of UN General Assembly Resolution 498, which accused the PRC of aggression and unwillingness to reach peace. Communist leaders were outraged by the development and openly argued that the resolution, which was pushed by the United States, was responsible for killing any prospects for talks. Notably, at the same time that Washington was working to pass this resolution, UNC forces initiated a major counteroffensive called Operation Thunderbolt, which brought Seoul back under UNC control for the remainder of the war.

The emerging and shared reality of a military standoff in June 1951 marked the start of the war’s fourth phase. In the face of a mutually costly stalemate, and reverting back to lines of control that hovered around the thirty-eighth parallel, both sides privately decided that outright military victory was beyond their reach and that negotiations were necessary.20 Oriana Skylar Mastro avers that the costly military stalemate around the thirty-eighth parallel may have demonstrated that any appeal to negotiate should not be interpreted as weakness.21 While this may be largely true, a letter written by Mao in June 1951 stated that China ought to wait for the UNC to make the first appeal for talks.22 The White House, while publicly shifting its rhetoric on Korea to a more limited scale, had no immediate plans to make such an offer.

A third party of sorts proved critical to providing political cover and moving the process forward. On June 23, 1951, during a broadcast of the United Nations’ weekly radio program, The Price of Peace, Soviet deputy foreign minister and United Nations delegate Jacob Malik made remarks encouraging both sides to consider “a cease-fire and an armistice providing for the mutual withdrawal of forces from the thirty-eighth parallel.”23

Tellingly, each side’s response to Malik’s appeal highlights the extent to which all states sought to distance themselves from any interpretation of this proposal being their own idea. Two days after Malik’s radio statement, the People’s Daily, the official newspaper of the Chinese Communist Party, coolly endorsed the Soviet proposal. North Korean radio broadcasts followed suit two days later.24 The United States’ response came after almost a week of internal discussions about how to accede to the negotiation offer without looking weak or generating raw material for Communist propaganda.25 On June 29, General Matthew Ridgway—who had assumed command of all UNC forces after Douglas MacArthur was relieved of command—broadcast a highly vetted message to the Communist states: “I am informed that you may wish a meeting to discuss an armistice providing for the cessation of hostilities… . Upon the receipt of word from you that such a meeting is desired I shall be prepared to name my representative.”26 The Chinese government waited until July 2 to officially agree to talks.27 The two sides soon agreed to meet at Kaesong—a historical capital of the Goryeo dynasty, which was the first kingdom to rule over a unified Korean peninsula between the tenth and fourteenth centuries. At this point in the war, Kaesong was in territory under Communist control but was deemed a neutral zone for purposes of negotiations.

To be sure, third parties may not have been necessary for talks to eventually occur. Both belligerents privately expressed interest in peace multiple times throughout the war, and each would have likely agreed to talk of their own accord due to exhaustion. Truman began to reconsider negotiations in March 1951, and the administration became more interested in a ceasefire over the following months.28 Meanwhile, both Zhou Enlai in the PRC and Kim Il-sung in the DPRK privately noted in 1951 and 1952 that negotiation was necessary because their respective states could not bear the economic and human costs of indefinite war.29 Yet it is very likely that the talks that did come to pass began prematurely, before the two sides learned enough information to reach a common set of expectations about the war’s future. Two pieces of evidence are consistent with this conclusion. First, in preliminary discussions to set up negotiations, both parties agreed that hostilities would continue alongside talks. Neither the UNC nor the Communists trusted that their opponent would truly stop fighting while discussing an armistice, and each harbored significant concerns that the war could tip away from their favor if they inadvertently engaged in a unilateral ceasefire. Even though the costliness of the military stalemate made the warring parties more open to negotiations, it was clear that both sides still had the capability and at least some political will to keep fighting and change the state of the battlefield.

Second, and as will become evident in the next section, the two sides quickly realized the enormous gaps that existed—and would exist to varying degrees for two additional years—between their bargaining positions. In accordance with Hypothesis 2, talks that emerge from heavy third-party pressure occur relatively frequently but often do little in terms of reaching peace.



Fighting and Negotiating in the Second and Third Years

Each set of belligerents assembled a team of individuals with military credentials to negotiate in Kaesong. On the UNC’s side, Vice Admiral C. Turner Joy, commander of the US Naval Forces, Far East, was appointed as the senior delegate.30 He was backed by an array of US officers, as well as Major General Baek Son-yeop from the ROKA. Tellingly, no ROKA official, including Baek, spoke on behalf of the UNC during talks.

The Communist delegation comprised military officials from both China and North Korea. Unlike their UNC counterparts, the Communist representatives also had pasts in civilian politics. Lieutenant General Nam Il of the KPA, who had been deputy minister of education before moving to the Ministry of Defense, was the chief negotiator for the Communists during meetings with the UNC. But the true head of the Communist delegation was Li Kenong from the PRC. Li had rich political and military experience from the Chinese Civil War several years prior. His effectiveness and loyalty to the Chinese Communist Party earned him positions as both vice minister of foreign affairs and director of the army’s Military Intelligence Department by the time the Korean War began. He was thus granted wide authority to coordinate battlefield and negotiation strategy during armistice talks. He managed the Communists’ diplomatic strategy, never entering the negotiation tents himself but supervising day-to-day affairs from a separate tent and reporting to Mao and Zhou in Beijing.31

Formal negotiations to arrange an armistice began in Kaesong on July 10, 1951. The UNC delegation was not fully prepared for how the Communists would immediately exploit the trappings of negotiation for propaganda. Because Kaesong technically remained behind Communist lines, the Communist states’ media widely distributed pictures of the UNC delegation entering the city in a car bearing white flags as evidence that the UNC was suing for peace.32 Early flare-ups regarding seating arrangements, the presence of news media, freedom of movement within the neutral zone, and the like typified the constant struggle to control the tone and momentum of talks.

The first order of business was determining the items to be discussed during negotiations. The Communist delegation sought a more politically charged docket, while the UNC delegation wanted to limit talks to strictly military affairs. By July 25, the delegations agreed on the following five agenda items:


	Adoption of the agenda

	Fixing a military demarcation line between both sides so as to establish a demilitarized zone as a basic condition for a cessation of hostilities in Korea

	Concrete arrangements for the realization of a ceasefire and an armistice in Korea, including the composition, authority, and functions of a supervising organization for carrying out the terms of a ceasefire and armistice

	Arrangements relating to prisoners of war

	Recommendations to the governments of the countries concerned on both sides



The delegates then moved on to Item 2. The Communists hoped to designate the thirty-eighth parallel as the demarcation line for an armistice, which was the prewar status quo. The UNC, however, had pushed the actual line of contact between military forces slightly past this point and thus refused to revert to the thirty-eighth parallel.

In August, armistice negotiations began to adopt a tiered structure that would become commonplace for the remainder of talks. Facing a deadlock on Item 2, both delegations sought a different environment where they could be more candid and less performative—in other words, more sincere. Negotiations to this point had all taken place at the plenary level, featuring a formal and more scripted tone that was aimed at public messaging. On August 15, Joy suggested moving talks to a “subdelegation” level that would exclusively address Item 2 in a less stilted setting. The Communists agreed to this proposal. According to the historian Walter G. Hermes, the first subdelegation meeting seemed somewhat promising: “The first subdelegate discussion took place on 17 August, and although no concrete progress resulted, the atmosphere was more relaxed. General Hsieh seemed to like this type of exchange. He spoke frequently and acted as a moderator when the comments became sharp. As the talk flowed back and forth around the small table, there was even a tendency on the part of the Communists to consider the demarcation line on the map.”33 This shift is very interesting, especially since the same individuals often attended different levels of talks. Discussions continued at the subdelegation level until August 23, when the Communist delegation accused the UNC of flying planes over the neutral zone around Kaesong—an erroneous accusation—and suspended negotiations. The Communists likely did this to express their dissatisfaction with the UNC’s unwillingness to use the thirty-eighth parallel as an armistice line, as well as to nullify the international media’s coalescing view that the Communist delegation was anxious and constantly backing down.34

Consistent with Hypothesis 4, the first period of negotiations was notable for how it temporarily muted the battlefield. In his opening remarks on July 10, C. Turner Joy affirmed what both sides had already accepted: “Hostilities will continue in all areas, except in those neutral zones agreed upon, until such time as there is an agreement.” On July 30, General Nam Il of North Korea reiterated that “hostilities would continue during negotiations.” Yet despite this mutual understanding, hostilities slackened substantially over the first several weeks. This was true for two reasons. First, neither side wanted to needlessly lose lives or resources while assessing whether a peace deal was possible. General Ridgway stated this in his memoir: “While both sides had immediately agreed that hostilities should continue during negotiations, it seemed to me, with a cease-fire faintly visible on the horizon, that I should do all I could to keep our losses at a justifiable minimum. I notified our commanders therefore that we would conduct no major offenses.”35 Second, and at the same time, all sides remobilized and rearmed their troops to address two possible contingencies: that the opponent would exploit talks to prepare a new offensive if negotiations failed and that troops could no longer be moved or replenished if an armistice was reached.

These preparations were brought into action once the Communists suspended talks. The weeks between late August and late October featured several significant UNC offensives, which were designed to force the Communists to return to the bargaining table. Writing about the state of affairs on September 12, General James Van Fleet, commander of the US Eighth Army (which was the commanding formation of the US Army), reported that the Communists “were in bad shape, and we are hurting them more and more. They will want peace before winter before we are through with them.”36 While the UNC suffered significant casualties during these two months, the manifold higher losses the UNC inflicted on the Communists proved crucial to the resumption of talks on October 25.37

Subsequent discussions were moved to a more neutral location—a precondition the UNC demanded for any talks to resume. After some exchanges, the newly chosen site was Panmunjom, which was in decidedly neutral territory several miles southeast of Kaesong. By late November, Item 2, regarding the establishment of a demarcation line, was settled via a series of mutual compromises. The Communists gave up their demand of using the thirty-eighth parallel as the demarcation line. A demilitarized zone around the line of contact at the time, which crept significantly north of the thirty-eighth, would instead be established.38 As a concession, the UNC proposed that the line of contact would be used as the demarcation line for an armistice if the Communist delegation agreed to an overall agreement in the next thirty days; it would be renegotiated if no armistice was struck within one month. As some US officials (including Joy) feared, however, Communist forces merely used this thirty-day period to reinforce their positions and resupply their forces.39 All subsequent fighting became positional in nature, involving limited but strategically and symbolically important changes in territorial control.

Discussions on Item 3, which involved matters regarding the ceasefire, began on November 27. Questions revolved around three main issues: what countries would be part of a Neutral Nations Supervisory Commission (NNSC), what ports of entry and airfields would be permitted for use after the war, and what number of troops would be allowed to rotate in and out of the peninsula on either side. Multiple impasses led the delegations down to the subdelegation level on December 4, and talks moved to another rung that was newer, lower, and more congenial—the staff officer level—on December 20.

The issue of the NNSC vividly demonstrates how progress at the bargaining table not only stalled at points but was even steered backward, standing at odds with the notion of negotiations following a convergence or war-of-attrition dynamic. On February 16, 1952, after almost three months of discussion on the matter, the Communist states abruptly nominated the Soviet Union as one of their choices for a neutral nation that would oversee an armistice. The proposal stunned the UNC. It was no secret that the Soviets were providing material aid and that Stalin was constantly conferring with Mao and Kim about wartime strategy. But by 1951, the Truman administration also knew that Soviet pilots were secretly fighting on behalf of the Communists.40 The UNC immediately rejected the nomination of the Soviet Union, surmising that the Communists were trying to stall talks and gain bargaining leverage.41 This allowed the Communist delegation to counter that “opposition on your part will only inevitably lead to show that your side is attempting not to resolve the question.”42 This fabricated deadlock, which would eventually be resolved once the Soviet Union was replaced by India in early May 1953, was soon overshadowed by the next agenda item.

Negotiations ground to their most severe halt in early 1952 over disagreements about how to repatriate prisoners of war (POWs), which fell under Item 4.43 Many POWs detained by the UNC were Nationalist Chinese who had been coerced into serving in the PVA, as well as South Koreans who had been pushed into the North Korean People’s Army when Communist forces had overtaken the southern half of the peninsula. The UNC argued that these POWs would face grave consequences if repatriated to Communist China or North Korea, presented evidence that many POWs did not wish to be sent back,44 and thus supported a policy of voluntary repatriation. For his part, President Truman opposed the notion of forced repatriation not only on strategic grounds but also on moral ones.45 The Communist delegation angrily refused, accusing the UNC of violating the 1949 Geneva Convention—which mandated that POWs should be repatriated once hostilities end—and brainwashing the prisoners.46 Two uprisings of Communist POWs at a camp in Koje-do in February and March resulted in several dozen North Korean deaths, which caused great embarrassment for the UNC. The Communist delegation would spend the next several months vociferously accusing the UNC of wanton slaughter. On April 28, with talks returning to the plenary level after months of stagnation at the subdelegation and staff officer levels, the UNC proposed what it stated was its “final and irrevocable” package proposal for an armistice, which offered to repatriate only a fraction of Communist POWs. The Communist delegation flatly refused the offer, and talks devolved further. After numerous fruitless exchanges where the repatriation question remained the one outstanding issue, the UNC unilaterally ceased negotiations on October 8, 1952.

Historians identify two key factors that may have led both sides to return to the negotiating table in April 1953. One was the January inauguration of President Dwight D. Eisenhower, who as a candidate had openly mentioned the possibility of introducing atomic weapons to the conflict.47 The second was the death of Stalin in March 1953. The Soviet Council of Ministers, more concerned with their grip on power than with a proxy war, directly called on North Korea and China to announce their interest in resolving the deadlock.48 The UNC and Communists agreed to an exchange of some sick and wounded POWs in late March and performed the exchange in April. Formal talks at the plenary level resumed in Panmunjom on April 26. After a month of ineffectual discussion, the UNC stated its (truly) final position on May 25, offering some concessions to the Communists but ultimately adhering to its refusal to repatriate all POWs.49 After expressing vehement objections, the Communist states accepted the offer on June 4. The path to an armistice was temporarily and forcefully derailed on June 18, when ROK president Rhee Syng-man, who was upset with any arrangement that left Korea divided, released about twenty-five thousand anti-Communist POWs from the camps.50 The Communist states expressed their anger in Panmunjom and launched a last-minute offensive in mid-July to punish the ROK and make some final territorial gains before agreeing to still move forward with peace. The war came to a close once the final armistice agreement was signed on July 27, 1953.



A Deeper Strategy to Negotiations

Numerous studies of the Korean War have effectively argued that the onset of stalemate in mid-1951 helped both sides choose to come to the bargaining table. The arrival of Eisenhower and the exit of Stalin were critical reasons why negotiations, which had ended in October 1952, resumed in April 1953. I do not dispute these existing claims.

These findings, however, have also invited a relatively cursory analysis of the final two years of the conflict. Reviews of Korean War diplomacy often end or greatly accelerate once they reach the start of talks in July 1951, suggesting that both sides gradually eked out mutual concessions until leadership changes in the United States and Soviet Union propelled talks across the finish line.51 Moreover, the fact that fighting on the battlefield became more geographically limited over the course of negotiations compared to the dramatic swings over the first year has further encouraged scholars to heed less attention to the impact of fighting on the two sides’ diplomatic behavior. Such characterizations of the war and its associated negotiations may not be wrong in the aggregate, but they still assume away the highly strategic and dynamic manner in which battlefield activities influenced belligerents’ negotiation behavior, as well as the benefits to analyzing it.52 Such choices, implicit or not, shortchange our understanding of conflict.

The fact that fighting became more geographically limited after talks began does not mean that it became unimportant or subdued. Both sides actively fought over specific battlefield objectives that had significant strategic or symbolic importance, all in hopes of shaping a diplomatic agreement in their favor.53 Even though clashes became narrower in the spatial sense, they involved significant casualties and thus effort from both sides. Almost half of the fifty deadliest days for the UNC occurred after negotiations began,54 and China amassed half its casualties during the same time frame.55

Moreover, both sides’ attitudes toward diplomacy and settlement were complex, nonlinear, and not indicative of either a convergence or war-of-attrition dynamic. The Communist delegation’s nomination of the Soviet Union to the NNSC, where progress on Item 3 was intentionally backpedaled, is a case in point. The deadlock regarding POW repatriation also did not trend in a single direction. Even though the issue was not fully resolved until June 1953, the two sides held numerous negotiation sessions that ranged between substantive policy disagreements and acrimonious mudslinging.

This mudslinging was meant not only to attack the opposing delegation but to steer international public opinion regarding the war and the belligerents. The vast majority of negotiations were not private and were thus fair game for media reporting. Each side exploited this situation to frame itself as the magnanimous party interested in peace while portraying its adversary as the real enemy of peace. For example, in the New York Times on June 13, 1952, an article reporting on deadlocked negotiations quoted both delegations at length. The Communists accused the UNC of having an “outrageous attitude in negotiations conducted by both sides on an equal footing,” while the UNC responded that the Communists’ “daily insistence on ‘negotiations’ is nothing but a reiterated demand for further concessions by our side… . When we meet you have nothing to say you haven’t said before.”56

Emotional, psychological, and other situational factors must have certainly influenced the approach that delegates took at Kaesong and Panmunjom. Nevertheless, both the UNC and the Communist states committed significant time and effort to sculpting the words they would use during negotiations, as well as how those words would be said. Records indicate that statements made during negotiations—as truculent and bombastic as they would eventually become—were the product of collective decision-making and had a keen awareness of recent battlefield activities. Admiral Joy emphasized this point in his memoir:


The United Nations Command delegation followed a practice of “staffing” all formal statements uttered in an armistice conference by delegates. Each day staff officers prepared a number of proposed statements for use by the delegates. These were considered and discussed by the delegates and staff officers in meetings at our camp in Munsan, before proceeding to [the negotiation site] for the day’s events. The statement finally worked out was almost never the work of any one individual. It was the product of careful editing by all delegates and final approval by the Senior Delegate. Thus the benefit of all the fine intellects to the delegation was used to the fullest.57



The Communist delegation had an analogous approach to working out its diplomatic stance. Each night at ten o’clock, Li Kenong and other members of the delegation gathered to discuss the day’s talks, learn about updates from the battlefield from radio operators who were part of the delegation, and determine subsequent negotiation strategies in light of these developments.58


The negotiators themselves were also fully aware that armistice talks were not necessarily meant to resolve the conflict but could also help encourage it. In describing the Communist delegation’s tactics, the UNC’s chief psychological warfare adviser, William Vatcher, provided a description of negotiations that my theory would consider to be insincere:


Having been unsuccessful in attaining their objectives on the Korean field of battle, [North Korea and China] turned to the conference table as a means of achieving their ends. Their use of the conference table was obvious indeed: to gain precious time while they rebuilt and strengthened their forces, to obtain every possible benefit from the UNC, and to serve as a sounding board for their propaganda. This they attempted to achieve by haggling over the agenda, demanding the UNC withdraw to the 38th Parallel, manufacturing incidents and pointing to the UNC as instigator, maliciously injecting propaganda into the substance of the meetings in order to create a false impression of UNC perfidy, presenting irrelevant issues for stalling purposes, and frequently acting in a very discourteous and arrogant manner.59



Vatcher’s view of Communist intentions could be understandably biased, but archival evidence indicates that the Communists indeed sought to exploit negotiations for political gain. Chinese and Soviet sources released decades after the war indicate that China went into talks in 1951 with the overarching objective of stalling for time in order to bolster the Communist troops’ battlefield positions.60 Additionally, until his death in March 1953, Stalin spent the entirety of negotiations encouraging the Communist delegation to adopt a stiff bargaining position because any prolongation of the war would drain US resolve, strain the United States’ relationships with its allies, allow the Soviets to spy on the US military, and give the Communists an avenue to publicly accuse the US of war crimes for its intense bombing of North Korea.61

The UNC was also guilty of engaging in foot dragging and pursuing side effects.62 During a visit to the peninsula in late 1951, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Omar Bradley and State Department chief adviser Charles Bohlen discussed the pros and cons of attaining a peaceful settlement. Both concluded that the UNC was doing well on the battlefield and that there was no urgency to reach an agreement with the Communist states. Even so, they also believed that the ongoing talks should continue, largely with the goal of placating the numerous allies of the United States that urged for diplomatic dialogue.63 Private correspondence between Mao and Stalin in November 1951 also observed that “the Americans are dragging out the negotiations” in order to perpetrate “a policy of an advance in the course of negotiations.”64

Despite these tactics, the two delegations managed to arrange an armistice agreement that remains in effect to this day. How did the opposing parties ever soften their bargaining positions and exert any diplomatic effort to make an agreement? The belligerents’ answer was simple: gaining leverage by fighting. Both sides commonly understood that changing fortunes on the battlefield, even if slightly more limited and positional, were critical to sculpting bargaining positions and extracting concessions from the other side. Immediately before talks began, Li Kenong told his delegation to constantly pay attention to the battlefield in order to adjust negotiating tactics.65 While discussing Item 2 among themselves, Chinese elites argued that the primary way to get more favorable terms was to make gains on the battlefield to generate leverage at the bargaining table.66 In accordance with the recommendations of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the UNC simultaneously planned to amass battlefield successes in order to place pressure on the Communist delegation to more seriously consider an armistice.67 Many battles were fought and even more lives were lost during negotiations with these goals in mind.

The summary above reflects the fact that many historical reviews of and anecdotes from the Korean War have already described the general ebbs and flows of hostilities on the peninsula and negotiations at the bargaining table. No study to this point, however, has analyzed the relationship between battlefield activity and bargaining behavior in a fine-grained manner, where one might investigate whether and what developments from fighting on one day were directly followed by any changes in negotiation behavior on subsequent days. Descriptions of negotiation behavior during this war are frequently characterized in terms of phases where the two delegations would or would not engage in insincere behavior. To be sure, talks did undergo stages of sustained acrimony. But times of bitter disdain also featured moments of limited progress; times of productive discussions also featured moments of rancor. These more subtle vacillations can provide tremendous insight into warring parties’ diplomatic strategies. Sincerity exists on a spectrum, but our ability to leverage and understand variation on that spectrum relies on the creation of precise data that track not only negotiation behavior but the battlefield activity that informed it.

How can we systematically capture whether negotiations were sincere or insincere in nature, as well as how contemporaneous hostilities interacted with this choice, in an exact manner over the course of these two years? And to what extent do any of these dynamics align with my theory’s specific predictions about the role of information in negotiation dynamics? I tackle these questions by turning to a novel technique: computational analysis of archival documents from the war.




Archival Data of the Korean War

To properly test the implications of my theory within individual negotiation periods, I require measures of information collected from fighting as well as both sides’ negotiation behavior during talks at Kaesong and Panmunjom. Archival documents provide the raw material necessary to track both.

Data related to fighting come from daily operations reports submitted by the UNC, which include updates about troops’ movements as well as casualties suffered. These reports exist and were individually photographed at the Truman Presidential Library in Independence, Missouri; the Eisenhower Presidential Library in Abilene, Kansas; the National Archives II in College Park, Maryland; and the MacArthur Memorial Archives in Norfolk, Virginia. Information on negotiations comes from full transcripts of the armistice talks at Kaesong and Panmunjom, which are available in their entirety at the National Archives II.68

Each page of every document was photographed and converted into computer-readable text using optical character recognition software. These raw text data were then converted into meaningful measures of my key concepts. I describe the procedure for each set of documents in turn.


Measuring Battlefield Activity

On practically every day of the conflict, the UNC operations staff submitted reports about the status of each military unit and the overall progress of the UNC. In many cases, the primary military unit is the regimental combat team (RCT), which was a major infantry unit of the US Army in World War II as well as the Korean War. A total of 1,102 reports were filed, with the majority of reports being between six and ten pages in length.69


United Nations Command

One practical aspect of the Korean War is that most military movements went up and down the peninsula. Combined with the fact that the military is already a highly bureaucratized body, the daily operations reports use standardized vocabulary to describe the status of individual military units. A small set of terms are consistently utilized to express gains, losses, or stasis that UNC RCTs experienced each day. Table 6.1 supplies several examples of these entries.

The most common terms used to express gains, losses, and stasis from the perspective of the UNC are summarized below.70

Figure 6.2 illustrates what proportion of all status terms each day reflects the UNC’s gains or losses over the entire conflict. The two lines correspond well with our understanding of the broad ebbs and flows of the war as I have previously described.71 The first spike in gains reflects the Incheon landing of September 1950. The second and third jumps in gains correspond with Operations Ripper and Strangle, respectively, which produced significant gains for the UNC across the entire front.


Table 6.1 Examples of entries from UNC reports


	Date
	Entry
	Type



	August 10, 1950
	Advanced during early daylight hours against light opposition.
	Gain



	January 8, 1951
	Improved positions on line D in the area north of ANSONG CR4696.
	Gain



	September 23, 1951
	Maintained psns along line CS0492—CS 0794—FS0996 with elms in assy area vic CS0789.
	Stasis



	October 7, 1952
	Outpost elms vic DT0542 received atk from estimated 2 enemy plats at 062200I and withdrew slightly.
	Loss



	June 2, 1953
	No change.
	Stasis





Note: Key terms italicized for emphasis.


Table 6.2 Common UNC terms expressing gains, losses, and stasis


	Gain
	Loss
	Stasis



	Advance
	Enemy capture
	Assemble



	Capture
	Enemy occupy
	Maintain



	Improve
Occupy
	Withdraw
	No change
Remain






[image: Figure 6.2. Line graphs that reflect the proportion of status terms in each United Nations Command operations report associated with the command’s gains and losses. Three waves of losses take place between mid-1950 and mid-1951, and each is followed by a much larger surge in gains. The United Nations Command makes some moderate gains between the start of negotiations in July 1951 and early 1952. Losses slightly increase in late 1952 after the second period of negotiations ends and again in 1953 as the last period of negotiations begins.]
Figure 6.2. Gains and losses for the UNC over the course of the Korean War. Regions shaded gray feature negotiations alongside hostilities.

The three most prominent waves of losses also reflect the UNC’s grimmest moments during the war. The first surge aligns with North Korea’s sweeping offensive down the peninsula from July to September 1950, which met little resistance before the UNC landed in Incheon. The second major loss, from November 1950 to January 1951, reflects the entry of Chinese forces and the massive New Year’s Offensive. The third spike, in April and May 1951, captures the Chinese Spring Offensive, which Operation Strangle managed to stem.

It is notable that the UNC operations reports contain far more mentions of gains than of losses. Given that the war started and eventually ended at the thirty-eighth parallel, we may expect the number of terms indicating gains and losses to be roughly equivalent. While this may raise issues regarding whether the UNC underreported the absolute magnitude of its losses, the fact that these measures align with broadly understood characterizations of the Korean War increases our confidence that the measures dependably capture everyday and less dramatic battlefield developments.

The conclusion of each UNC operations report also provides a detailed breakdown of the number of troops supplied by each coalition member state, as well as each country’s casualties. Casualties involve three different categories: killed in action (KIA), wounded in action (WIA), and missing in action (MIA). I use these data to create an exponentially weighted moving average of the logged number of UNC casualties over the previous two weeks. Figure 6.3 illustrates this measure, which is central to the forthcoming analysis. Despite the overall stagnation in battlefield movement beginning in 1951, we see frequent swings in casualties over the course of the entire conflict. This divergence speaks to the importance of distinguishing different types of battlefield activity.


[image: Figure 6.3. Line graphs of the logged number of United Nations Command casualties and Communist prisoners of war. Both lines reach their highest observed values between mid-1950 and mid-1951. Both lines also feature temporary surges between the end of negotiations in August 1951 and their resumption in October 1951, as well as during the last period of negotiations in 1953. The United Nations Command also experiences a wave of casualties immediately after the second period of negotiations ends in October 1952.]
Figure 6.3. UNC casualties and Communist POWs over the course of the Korean War. Regions shaded gray feature negotiations alongside hostilities.



Communist States

The UNC’s daily military operations reports contain far more comprehensive information about the UNC than they do about the experiences of the Communist states. Nevertheless, the reports supply sufficient data to create plausible measures of combat outcomes and casualties for the Communists. Given that much of the battlefield activity was aimed at pushing lines of control up or down the peninsula, the UNC’s relative gains arguably mirror the Communists’ relative losses and vice versa. This means that my measures of relative gains for the UNC and the Communists are the same in magnitude but with a reverse in sign. While this may be an adequate measure for movement along the battlefront involving the two sides’ organized forces, it will not necessarily reflect the activity of Communist guerrilla fighters that infiltrated the southern half of the peninsula. Even so, the UNC estimates these Communist contingents to total no more than a few thousand in 1952 and 1953, compared to the hundreds of thousands of total Communist forces.

A larger challenge exists in tracking Communist casualties. No accurate data on this matter are publicly accessible, and they certainly do not exist at the daily level. That said, the UNC’s daily operations reports do offer a glimpse into the Communists’ personnel losses by providing a count of the number of Communist soldiers processed as POWs. It bears emphasis that POWs are a highly incomplete measure of overall casualties, which also include those who are killed, wounded, and missing of their own accord. The reports account for approximately 190,000 Communist POWs, but the ROK’s estimates suggest that almost 480,000 Communists were also killed over the course of the war.72 Moreover, the UNC reports do not include POW counts in approximately 18 percent of reports, with most of these omissions in documents between September 1952 and the end of the war. I impute the missing values using a weighted average and then calculate the exponentially weighted moving average over the previous sixty days of hostilities. Figure 6.3 shows that, despite these limitations, the (logged) numbers of POWs processed over the course of the war also align well with our understanding of when the Korean conflict was most intense and active.




Measuring Negotiation Behavior

Stenographers from the UNC were present at all negotiations and transcribed the proceedings. The transcripts total seven thousand pages in length and capture 14,123 statements made by the UNC and Communist delegations over the course of 713 separate meetings. These documents provide the most direct insight possible into both sides’ negotiation behavior.

I perform several steps to create measures of how sincere or insincere each delegation is. First, I split long statements into three-hundred-word segments. This is useful to help capture variation in negotiation behavior during more protracted remarks. Second, I apply standard text preprocessing to each segment. This includes removing punctuation, numbers, words shorter than three letters, and stop words (such as a, the, so, in, and the like) and converting the remaining words into tokens, which are the basic unit of meaningful text. For instance, words like discussion, discussed, discuss, and discussing are all converted into the basic token discuss. I then identify common multiword expressions in the transcripts (such as united nations command, unreasonable demand, raise the question, etc.) and add tokenized versions of these words to the comprehensive list of terms.

Throughout negotiations, 9,639 unique terms are used. Many of these terms are used only once or twice, adding very little to our understanding of talks while inflating the size of the dataset and the intensity of the computation required to analyze them. To make the analysis more tractable without losing much information, I focus on the 1,120 terms that appear most frequently in the negotiations. After removing segments that do not have associated battlefield measures, I end up with a document-term matrix (DTM) with 16,460 rows, each of which reflects a single segment, and 1,120 columns, each of which contains a count of the number of times a unique term was used in a segment. The entire DTM captures about 529,000 words or phrases uttered throughout negotiations.73 I thus utilize what is often called a “bag of words” approach that does not account for grammar or word order aside from the inclusion of some common phrases; I simply count how many times different terms appear in a segment. As will become evident, even this simplified representation of the speech segments produces informative measures of negotiation behavior.

For each segment, the objective is to create a binary coding for whether the segment likely indicates sincere or insincere negotiation behavior. A segment is considered to be sincere when it solely discusses concrete aspects of an agenda item. A segment is coded as insincere when it also or only exhibits overt hostility or obstinacy. Examples of this latter category include accusations of neutral zone violations; denunciations of propagandizing, lying, or delaying during talks; and allegations of mass illegal violence. Note that speech acts that reflect disagreement can still be coded as sincere as long as they discuss actual policy proposals.

Several examples will help to provide useful context. On November 10, 1951, the UNC representative in the Item 2 subdelegation meeting continued discussions of how to draw a demarcation line between opposing forces. The following quotation is coded as indicating sincere negotiation behavior:


First I would like to take up the arguments in regard to Kaesong. General Hsieh mentioned some of the arguments and said that they were all refuted. We do not believe they have been refuted. In addition to the arguments he mentioned there is the one of equivalent adjustment. The adjustment in the Kaesong area which we recommended in other parts of the line. They are compensatory adjustments and are approximately equal in magnitude, equal in withdrawal and equal in range. Now I will take up our 8 November proposal and the difference between it and our 5 November proposal, and why these differences exist. We offered the 8 November proposal in the spirit of compromise. We felt that our original proposal of 25 October was fair, but because we do want to negotiate a military armistice, we were willing to compromise in order to attain that armistice as quickly as could be done and still have reasonable terms.74



Even though the segment mentions disagreement regarding how to draw this demarcation line, it involves direct discussion of an agenda item. Conversely, during a plenary session on August 3, 1952, the UNC responded to Communist bluster in the following manner, which is coded as reflecting insincere behavior:


It is noted that you have said nothing new and nothing that can lead toward achievement of an armistice. Some of your language this morning is what we in civilized countries associate with common criminals or persons who through ignorance or stupidity are unable to speak logically and convincingly. In their frustration, they resort to efforts to insult. You should know by now that such talk serves no useful purpose in negotiations and we do not propose to engage in it with you. Therefore, if you expect to conduct discussions, it would be advisable to use more restrained language. As for the issue itself, it is clear. We have nothing to propose.75



The Communist delegation’s segments also vary widely. During a staff-level meeting regarding Item 3 on February 14, 1952, the Communists spoke in great detail regarding the wording of a specific proposal, which is coded as being sincere:


Very well. Regarding sub-paragraphs 13c and 13d, and your suggestion in particular to add the phrase “have the right to”—to insert this phrase in the sentence about the conduct of supervision and inspection by the Neutral Nations Supervisory Commission, we still hold that in order to ensure really that the military personnel, and weapons and ammunition, introduced into Korea during the armistice are those permitted by the agreement, the Neutral Nations Inspection Teams shall conduct supervision and inspection, but not just shall “have the right to” conduct supervision and inspection. Regarding sub-paragraph 13i, we have studied your revised draft submitted yesterday. It is our opinion that at present neither side is holding complete data pertaining to the burial of its deceased military personnel in the area of the other side.76



On the other hand, during a plenary-level session regarding prisoners of war on June 17, 1952, the Communists began by expressing disagreement on a substantive proposal but quickly veered into vitriol, leading to a statement coded as insincere:


You have only the obligation to repatriate war prisoners but no right to retain war prisoners. You had better pack up forthwith all your nonsense about screening and re-screening. In your attempt to whitewash your criminal acts of slaughtering war prisoners, you trumpeted on the one hand about your so-called humanitarian principles, and resorted on the other hand to fabrication and calumny. I tell you that such efforts of yours are futile. There cannot be on this earth humanitarian principles of slaughtering and retaining war prisoners. Your crimes of murdering war prisoners have already been recorded on the pages of history and are not to be deleted.77



Manually coding over sixteen thousand segments for negotiation behavior is impractical for a variety of reasons. A fully manual process is more prone to error and inconsistencies as the number of human coders (or the hours they spend on this task) grows. It also does not provide flexibility if codings need to be adjusted, since every single segment would need to be reviewed once again. Such an approach cannot reasonably scale upward for similar tasks that involve many more observations. For those reasons, I instead code the vast majority of speech segments using a supervised learning approach.78 To do so, I first draw a random sample of four hundred segments from each delegation and manually classify these eight hundred total segments for whether each represents sincere (1) or insincere (0) negotiation behavior as defined and illustrated above. Approximately 30 percent of the segments in my sample were coded as reflecting insincere behavior.

These hand-coded classifications, along with the DTMs of the associated segments, are necessary for the statistical learning process. A majority of the hand-coded segments are chosen at random to be part of a training dataset, while the remainder are part of a test dataset. The training data are inputted into a series of candidate statistical learning models, each of which finds the best predictive relationship between the speech act’s composition of tokens and the hand-coded classification. Once these models are trained to predict the relationship between the inputs (token counts) and the outcomes (hand codings of negotiation behavior), they are used to predict the outcomes in the test data. These predictions are then compared to the original hand codings to create an unbiased measure of the model’s performance with new out-of-sample data.

Out of multiple models tested, a balanced random forest model featured the best overall out-of-sample performance.79 A random forest is an ensemble learning method where numerous simpler decision trees, which search for relationships between an observation’s features and its target variable, are combined to create a predictive model that can be applied to other data.80 This balanced random forest is applied to the entire set of speech segment data to produce a prediction of whether each speech act exhibits sincere or insincere negotiation behavior.81 Finally, I combine the predictions for all segments from the same speech act to create a single measure of sincerity for each statement. The final dataset includes 13,526 statements, of which 8,266 (61 percent) are sincere and 5,260 (39 percent) are deemed insincere.82


Validating the Measures

A series of predictive metrics based on cross-validation techniques speak favorably to the balanced random forest’s ability to predict sincerity on out-of-sample data not used to train the original model. This is encouraging, but the external validity of these predictions is arguably more important and cannot be assessed using quantitative data alone. Three pieces of evidence indicate that this predicted measure offers a historically credible reflection of negotiations. First, as previously alluded to, qualitative descriptions of the talks suggest that both sides spoke more substantively at lower levels of talks. The most “refreshing” discussions with “an air of serious intent to make progress” on agenda items, as Walter G. Hermes put it, occurred at the staff officer level.83 My quantitative data also bear out this claim. For each separate meeting, I determine what proportion of each delegation’s speeches are sincere. Table 6.3 depicts the distributions of these calculations. The jump in negotiation behavior is most obvious between subdelegation and staff officer meetings. Chi-squared tests show that differences in sincerity between plenary and staff meetings, as well as subdelegation and staff meetings, are highly statistically significant for both the UNC and Communist delegations (p << 0.01). Liaison, control, and investigatory meetings (presented under the umbrella term Other), which were mainly for logistical planning and issues not related to the agenda, are even more agreeable. Importantly, the level of talks was not included as a variable in any of the predictive models. The fact that these differences still appear is compelling evidence that the supervised learning method has created a meaningful measure.

Second, we know that Item 4, relating to POWs, was the largest obstacle to agreement, being the only agenda item left to address between May 1952 and June 1953. The majority of the most embittered days of negotiation should thus involve this issue. My data support this conclusion. Out of the twenty-four days with the highest average level of insincere negotiation behavior (which represent the worst 5 percent of negotiation days), twenty-two feature discussions of Item 4. Eighteen of these involve only Item 4, while the other four also include thorny discussions of Item 3.


Table 6.3 Distribution of sincere negotiation behavior by delegation and meeting level


	Meeting level
	UNC
	Communists



	Plenary
	0.475
	0.358



	Subdelegation
	0.479
	0.469



	Staff
	0.609
	0.587



	Other
	0.730
	0.681
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Figure 6.4. Smoothed negotiation behavior over the Korean War (excluding control, liaison, and investigatory meetings).

Finally, the general ebbs and flows of negotiation behavior in my predicted data align well with our qualitative accounting of progress made during talks. Figure 6.4 offers a visual representation of the data, tracking what proportion of statements made by each delegation each day were sincere. Three observations are worth mentioning. First, the initial dip and rise in the first round of talks between July 10 and August 23 attest to the delegations’ initial litany of bitter exchanges and posturing at the outset of talks, which eventually gave way to more meaningful discussions regarding Item 2 before the Communists accused the UNC of violating the neutral zone and called off negotiations. Second, the next round of talks exhibits a downward drift beginning around March 1952. This aligns with the period during which Item 4, on POWs, became the single—and, as I have explained, most controversial—issue. The lowest values for sincere negotiation behavior emerge in the weeks immediately prior to the UNC’s unilateral recess. Third, the dramatic upward swing during the final phase of talks in 1953 indicates the two delegations’ ability to reach an agreement regarding POWs by late May. It bears noting again that negotiation behavior does not consistently trend upward in terms of being sincere. While sincerity does not necessarily lead to agreement, the nonmonotonic nature of observed negotiation behavior still undercuts the idea that wartime negotiations inexorably bring the two sides’ divergent positions together.

One potential challenge to my coding procedure, illustrated by a couple of pieces of evidence earlier in this chapter, is that actors may make proposals that seem sincere at face value but are designed to be unacceptable to the enemy. This can help actors better feign interest in settlement and thus accrue more beneficial side effects. When read without deeper context or understanding of political circumstances, a speech act containing this type of proposal could be erroneously classified as sincere when it is made with insincere motives. The aforementioned incident where the Communist delegation nominated the Soviet Union as a “neutral nation” to supervise the armistice is arguably the most prominent example of this tactic.84

Note, however, that even if one individual speech act such as this may be misclassified, the broader set of speech acts on this topic promptly discern subsequent changes in negotiation behavior. Recall that I code negotiation behavior based on the presence of hostile or intransigent language, not by whether any mentioned policy is acceptable. As long as speech acts discussing these policy proposals contain such language, which they typically do because the parties will recognize and discuss the other side’s dilatory intentions, they are coded as reflecting insincerity. I indeed see this in discussions about the topic of neutral nations. Prior to the nomination of the Soviets, approximately 59 percent of all speech acts related to neutral nations are classified as being insincere. The figure soars to 81 percent after the nomination.85 As such, this act of avoidance bargaining led to insincere behavior, despite the fact that the initial proposal may have been deemed sincere according to my coding criteria and supervised model. Moreover, false negatives like this case are vastly outnumbered by the far more overtly antagonistic statements that the two delegations exchanged, which are more explicit reference points for insincere negotiation behavior.

These correlations between the quantitative data and the historical record bolster the empirical validity of the data, allowing us to proceed to fuller statistical analysis.





Design

My statistical tests focus on battlefield activities and negotiation behavior for the UNC during 473 days of talks in the Korean War between July 10, 1951, and July 27, 1953.

The primary unit of analysis is the speech. The outcome variable of interest is an indicator for whether a speech is predicted to be sincere (1) or insincere (0) by my supervised learning model. I use logistic regression to analyze this binary dependent variable of sincere negotiation behavior. Since the (in)sincerity of statements made by each delegation within individual meetings is likely related to that of the other delegation, I cluster standard errors by speaker-meeting-day.86

My analysis features two explanatory variables, each of which captures battlefield information. The first, which gauges movement on the battlefield, is recent imbalance. This is analogous to the measure central to my quantitative analyses in chapters 3 and 4. For each day, I calculate the total proportion of key status words that indicate either gains or losses in territory on the battlefield. I then generate an exponentially weighted moving average of this daily-level metric over the previous sixty days.

The second, which tracks the material costs of fighting, is recent casualties. Similar to recent imbalance, I first determine the sum of all casualties suffered by the UNC and Communist states on each war-day. The UNC’s recent casualties include those that are killed, wounded, or missing in action, while the Communists’ recent casualties are proxied using POWs processed by the UNC. I then calculate the exponentially weighted moving average of this number over the previous sixty days.

My models include several control variables that address factors that may confound the relationship between battlefield movement and negotiation behavior. First, I capture other battlefield considerations. I account for UNC operation report length (in terms of logged number of words) to capture the overall amount of recent military activity. A dummy variable for the winter months of December, January, and February reflects the fact that cold, harsh weather had deleterious effects on troops’ well-being and ability to fight.87

Next are political considerations. I include daily-level indicator variables for the Eisenhower administration, which takes a value of 1 starting on January 20, 1953 (inauguration day), as well as another indicator for the post-Stalin period, which takes a value of 1 starting on March 5, 1953 (the day of his death). To capture any impacts of the electoral cycle on war,88 a binary variable for the 1952 presidential election takes a value of 1 between July 11 and November 4, 1952. These represent the final day of both major parties’ national conventions and Election Day, respectively.

Third are variables regarding the negotiations themselves. To account for any systemic differences between the two delegations’ degrees of sincerity, I add a dummy variable for statements made by the Communist delegation. I absorb the impacts of different levels of discussion by including fixed effects for statements uttered in subdelegation, staff, and other (liaison, control, and investigation) meetings.89



Quantitative Results

The black points and segments in figure 6.5 show the key results from my main logistic regression model.90 As my theory predicts, and consistent with the broad themes of the qualitative analysis I have presented, information from recent hostilities directly informed how the belligerents comported themselves during talks. The estimated coefficients for both recent imbalance and recent costs exhibit positive effects that are statistically significant at the 95 percent level. Experiencing greater amounts of movement or costs on the battlefield led both the UNC and Communist delegations to make more sincere statements during negotiations. This primary finding is consistent with Hypothesis 3, which suggests that negotiations should be more likely to settle conflicts when the battlefield supplies information that obviously favors one side.

To ease the interpretation of these results, I use my regression model to generate the predicted probability that a statement made during negotiations is sincere for the lowest and highest observed values of recent imbalance and recent casualties. I keep the delegation fixed as the UNC and the meeting level as the plenary session, and all other variables are held constant at their mean or median values. The resulting array of probabilities are displayed in table 6.4. The substantive impacts of battlefield information are appreciable. At the lowest levels of both imbalance and casualties, the likelihood that a UNC statement is sincere is approximately 0.382. When both forms of battlefield activity are at their highest observed values, this probability rises sharply to 0.698.

Note that the two sides are making conscious decisions about whether to engage in military activity and thus whether to attempt to gain a bargaining advantage over the opponent. When recent hostilities involve very little imbalance and scant casualties, this indicates that neither side is trying to extract information or inflict pain on its opponent. No additional bargaining leverage is generated, so neither side has a motivation to negotiate more sincerely.

Some control variables also yield noteworthy results. The estimated coefficients for Eisenhower’s inauguration and Stalin’s death are both statistically significant, revealing the impact that regime change had on the nature of talks. The negative effect of the Eisenhower administration should not be interpreted too deeply or independently of the post-Stalin effect. Only 143 statements, or 1 percent of all things said during negotiations, were uttered in the brief two-month period between the arrival of Eisenhower and the departure of Stalin.91 The relatively larger magnitude of the post-Stalin estimate compared to the Eisenhower estimate indicates what some scholars have already made clear: Stalin played a crucial role in sustaining North Korea and China’s war effort.
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Figure 6.5. Coefficient plots for logistic regressions concerning Korean War negotiation behavior. Numerical measures scaled to improve plot legibility. Bands represent 95 percent confidence intervals.


Table 6.4 Predicted sincerity of negotiation behavior across minimal and maximal levels of movement and costs


	Movement
	Low costs
	High costs



	Low
	0.382
	0.540



	High
	0.549
	0.698





The length of UNC reports, which serves as a proxy for overall activity, does not produce a statistically significant result. Activity in and of itself does not influence how the delegations behaved; the actual results of such activity in terms of imbalance and casualties are far more relevant.

Two additional sets of results provide additional context for these main findings. The first concerns the use of air bombings by the UNC, and the other involves analyzing each delegation’s statements separately.

Once Item 2, regarding the determination of a demarcation line, was largely finalized by late November 1951, ground movement became markedly more limited. The United States increasingly relied on its air superiority over the peninsula to gain military leverage by flying over and past the demarcation line. Fighter planes engaged in numerous combat sorties in order to wear down Communist forces and also to attack civilian population centers.92 One may be concerned that these air attacks influenced negotiations but are not being reflected by the recent imbalance measure, which focuses primarily on fluctuations around the demarcation line. To account for this, I return to the UNC operations reports. Reports filed between 1950 and 1952 include information on the number of combat sorties the UNC flew each day. I add a logged version of this measure to the analysis. Doing so, however, also means dropping all data from 1953, which in turn requires removing the Eisenhower and post-Stalin variables (as they vary only in 1953). The gray elements of figure 6.5 display the results of logistic regressions using these truncated data. My main findings are sustained using this more limited sample. Both recent imbalance and recent casualties continue to bear positive effects on sincere negotiation behavior.

My main findings analyze all 13,526 statements exchanged during armistice talks, using measures of battlefield information that capture overall movements and casualties across both sides. But a more tailored way to test the impact of fighting on negotiating (and to see whether inflicting costs on the enemy actually accomplished its goal of coercion at the bargaining table) would be to see whether and how each delegation responds to its own battlefield losses. To that end, I reanalyze statements made by the UNC and Communist delegations separately. I replace the original measure of recent imbalance with a measure of ground losses suffered by each delegation’s military forces. The measures illustrated in figure 6.2 are used for this purpose. Naturally, the UNC’s ground losses are reflected using its reported losses. The Communists’ ground losses around the line of contact are proxied using the UNC’s gains. Casualty data are split apart so that UNC negotiation behavior is a function of UNC casualties and Communist negotiation behavior is a function of POWs.

Figure 6.6 reports the results. Notably, different dimensions of battlefield information appear to influence the delegations’ diplomatic tactics. The UNC negotiates far more sincerely when it has lost ground in recent fighting; the Communists tend to be more sincere when they have lost personnel to the enemy.93 Recall that POWs are only one aspect of the Communists’ casualties, so this positive finding is somewhat incomplete, but it is telling nonetheless.

The slightly varying results may speak to each side’s primary concerns. The Communists were constantly worried about whether they could withstand the human and material costs of war. I have previously cited instances where Zhou Enlai and Kim Il-sung raised these concerns. Mao expressed similar trepidation in November 1951, observing that almost one-third of the PRC’s national budget was funneled into the war and that this trend was not sustainable.94 Meanwhile, the UNC expended its own costs, but its superior military capabilities, deeper well of resources, and lower level of military casualties compared to the Communists (especially because ROK troops suffered the brunt of UNC losses), likely made US officials less sensitive to casualties and more fixated on what final armistice line would be drawn in the peninsula.

Across all four reported models, we see consistent evidence in favor of my argument: When recent hostilities reveal greater amounts of information, belligerents become more likely to engage in sincere negotiations. A quieter and less active battlefield tends to beget less sincere talks, which are highly unlikely to produce peace and may be used to thwart it.



Staggering, Not Drifting, toward Settlement

The Korean War was devastating for Koreans on the peninsula, many of whom bore no responsibility for the conflict. Both Korean states’ economies and infrastructure were gutted by three years of battles and bombings. Anywhere between five and six million people—about half of those being civilians—were left dead in its wake. This number exceeds liberal estimates of total deaths inflicted during the decades-long Vietnam War, which would begin soon after.95 Much of this pain was suffered over the last two years of the war, as delegates from both sides dragged themselves through numerous months of difficult negotiations. As interminable as diplomacy seemed to be, the belligerents saw no other way to resolve the conflict. It is perhaps for this reason that US Army officer Mark W. Clark, commander of the UNC from May 1952 through the war’s end, called the Korean conflict “the talking war.”96
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Figure 6.6. Coefficient plots for logistic regressions concerning Korean War negotiation behavior, disaggregated by delegation. Numerical measures scaled to improve plot legibility. Bands represent 95 percent confidence intervals.

This talking war in Korea substantiates multiple aspects of my theory. In the lead-up to negotiations, both the UNC and the Communist states privately contemplated diplomatic overtures but avoided them out of fear of looking weak and vulnerable. As Hypotheses 1 and 2 suggest, the potential costs of negotiation troubled the combatants, even though at least some of them were major powers. Third-party pressures for peace at least partially neutralized some of these concerns and facilitated talks starting in July 1951.

On the surface, Korean War negotiations align well with ripeness theory. A mutually hurting stalemate that emerged around the thirty-eighth parallel in the spring of 1951 created a common belief that complete control of the peninsula by either side was out of the question. The public appeal for peace in June 1951 by Soviet deputy foreign minister Jacob Malik could be seen as a way out of the conflict and a potential opening to the search for a settlement. These two factors helped belligerents start talks in Kaesong. Yet my analysis of negotiation strategies during this war stands in tension with ripeness theory in multiple ways.

First, Malik’s call for diplomacy contained little language to suggest interest in settlement. A Central Intelligence Agency assessment at the time characterized the statement as “very vague” and made with the goal of gaining “political and military advantages [for the Communists] rather than because of a military need to end the Korean war.”97 The US government did not see a mutual interest in a way out of the conflict and—in a manner not explained by ripeness theory—recognized that talks might be used to extract side effects rather than settle.

Second, ripeness theory would suggest that the start of talks should indicate a serious effort to find peace. Yet within the first days of negotiations, the UNC and Communist delegations quickly realized the irreconcilable gap between their bargaining demands. This situation was made possible by heavy latent external pressures for peace. Malik, the United Nations, and a coalition led by India offered generic calls for peace or proposals that were far from mutually acceptable, yet they fueled demands for dialogue all the same. Both sides thus came to the bargaining table before they gained a common understanding of how the war would ultimately unfold, which was necessary to swiftly reach agreement. Without a plausible agreement on the horizon, but with the liberty to talk in a tent and reach an international audience, the two sides pivoted to insincere negotiations to accuse their opponent of aggression, deflect criticism, and corral political support.

Third, and on a related note, ripeness theory does not explain changes in diplomatic behavior or attitudes toward peace over the course of negotiations—and certainly not at the level of exactitude permitted by my computational analysis of archival documents. Because belligerents started negotiating before they had obtained enough information to identify a viable bargaining range, they continued to fight. Both sides thought that fighting was the only way to convince their opponent to make concessions. As Joy would later write in his memoirs regarding the war, “Force is a decisive factor, the only logic the Communists truly understand.”98 Communists held similar beliefs about the UNC as well.99 This idea is consistent with the quantitative and across-war analyses I performed in chapters 3 and 4, which used new data on individual battles to track battlefield information and new data on negotiation periods to track diplomatic bargaining. In this chapter, I have shown that an analogous story holds for the Korean War, and at a much more granular scale. These data belie ripeness theory’s emphasis on stalemate and firmly demonstrate the validity of Hypothesis 3: Higher amounts of information gathered from fighting are associated with more sincere attempts at negotiation between the two sides. Stretches of time without such novel information are followed by insincere bargaining.

The Korean War is only one of many conflicts, and we must exercise caution in how broadly we extrapolate findings from this one case to other cases. In particular, the Korean conflict is a limited one where belligerents gave up on the idea of complete victory. The impossibility of a wholly military solution—and a common understanding of this impossibility—is what led the UNC and Communist states to talk extensively with one another, and it is also why they could use more calibrated violence to garner bargaining leverage. Regardless, many contemporary civil and interstate wars fall into this category. Practically no current-day conflict will plausibly end through military means alone. Moreover, the Korean War is not unique in how much of it was spent negotiating. About one-third of the conflict featured negotiations over the key terms of an armistice. This figure is not much higher than the average rate of 29 percent across all interstate wars that have included negotiations since 1945. The findings of this chapter therefore provide useful traction to understand the interplay between war and diplomacy in the modern context. Given the significant pressure that belligerents face to engage in negotiations in our current international order, it is all the more important to understand when, why, and how words can be used as sticks and stones.







Conclusion

Time to Stop Talking

Thirty-seven months into the Korean War, the UNC and the Communist delegations were prepared to end hostilities. On July 27, 1953, at 9:57 a.m., head delegates from each side—William Harrison for the former and Nam Il for the latter—walked silently through opposite doors into a building hastily constructed for a signing ceremony. Each individual sat at his own table, on which lay nine copies of the final armistice agreement as well as a small flag representing his side. At precisely 10:00 a.m., Harrison and Nam began to sign all copies of the document that had been painfully forged over two years. The signing ceremony, punctuated by sounds of gunfire in the distance, took all of twelve minutes. Harrison and Nam then walked out without exchanging a single word. The war, which had claimed the lives of several million soldiers and civilians, officially ended twelve hours later.

For readers of the New York Times, news about the resumption and productivity of armistice talks starting in April 1953 marked a sudden change of affairs.1 The negotiations received limited attention in 1952 as fatigue and pessimism regarding diplomacy settled in. Indeed, the front page of the Times on October 8—the day on which the UNC unilaterally called off talks after a months-long impasse regarding how to repatriate prisoners of war—included two sentences noting that talks had ended but spent the remainder discussing how the United States’ Eighth Army had repulsed a Chinese attack and how “morale has never been higher” for UNC troops.2 This entire story was placed underneath an article and picture reporting the New York Yankees’ World Series victory against the Brooklyn Dodgers. When the Times reported on the resumption of negotiations in April 1953, it noted a history of “pointless stalling” by the Communist delegation.3 Subsequent events seemed to indicate a relatively smooth path to the signing ceremony on July 27. Given this contemporaneous accounting of the conflict, it is not hard to imagine how the American public may have thought that negotiations were immaterial to the conflict until they suddenly brought the war to an end.

Scholarly treatments of wartime diplomacy frequently maintain a similar viewpoint. Seminal models of war initiation implicitly suggest that diplomacy’s value for understanding a conflict dissipates once hostilities begin. Subsequent studies that do account for the occurrence of diplomacy presume that the war enters a period of suspended animation while belligerents communicate with one another, with the content of their communications reflecting the realities of the battlefield. If talks do not settle the conflict, the war resumes from the same position that existed before diplomatic bargaining began. This conception of wartime diplomacy perpetuates an important supposition: the reversion outcome to failed negotiations is the continuation of the exact same war, with prospects for victory or defeat unchanged.

My theory suggests that this interpretation of negotiations is shortsighted and does a disservice to our understanding of both conflict and diplomacy. Negotiations, this book has argued, are guided by a deeper strategic logic that is not only a response to the battlefield but an activity that can be used to reshape hostilities and the political climate in which a war takes place. War is a continuation of politics by other means, but diplomacy can also enable a continuation of war by other means. Belligerents can exploit negotiations to help realize the policy objectives at the heart of the original conflict. By quieting the battlefield, mobilizing additional military force, creating political narratives, alleviating pressures to negotiate, and ultimately stalling for time, belligerents can use diplomacy to keep fighting.

Margaret Thatcher, for one, understood this logic well. When, during the Falklands War, she was asked by a BBC interviewer why she was uninterested in talking with the Argentinians, she stated that it “just enables the Argentinians to carry on negotiations on and on and on, a perfectly easy plot. And in the meantime, it will get more and more difficult for us to use a military option… . [T]hat would be their plot.”4 Similarly, in the Russo-Ukrainian war begun in 2022, the Zelenskyy government in Kyiv refused the Putin regime’s call for the resumption of negotiations and ceasefire in October of that year because it feared that Moscow was seeking to use talks to buy time, conscript more soldiers, replenish supplies, and prepare for a new offensive. Russian sources later confirmed that this was indeed the original intent.5

Both Thatcher and Zelenskyy, along with other leaders involved in other conflicts, understood that talking to the enemy had implications for how a war might unfold, and that war and diplomacy should not necessarily be viewed as substitutes but rather as complements. The fact that some negotiations strike peace while others appear to be exploited is not a product of random chance, nor does it suggest that diplomacy is noise. Instead, this variation is a window into belligerents’ calculus regarding conflict resolution and their pursuit of desired policies. Tactics such as diplomatic stalling are not, as the New York Times suggested in the case of the Korean War, pointless. They may actually be the point.

In presenting this general thesis, I have distinguished between two forms of diplomacy: sincere and insincere. Sincere negotiations involve actors who genuinely seek to reach an agreement (regardless of whether they succeed), while insincere negotiations involve at least one actor who uses diplomacy for ends that are unrelated or antithetical to agreement. While it is intuitive that diplomatic interactions are not always sincere, my theory shows that negotiations during war follow a broadly predictable pattern in terms of their timing, their effects on the battlefield, and their consequences.

Whether negotiations are likely to be sincere or insincere is dependent, as I have argued, on two primary factors. The first is latent external pressure. The more that institutions, norms, and actors embody an environment that promotes diplomacy, the easier it is for any third party to activate forces that push the combatants back to the bargaining table. The second is information from the battlefield. As violent hostilities lay bare the likely trajectory of the conflict, belligerents will develop a common understanding of a viable bargaining range, permitting them to consider a negotiated settlement.

These two factors dynamically influence belligerents’ decisions regarding whether and how to negotiate during war. Making an offer to negotiate is costly, as it potentially signals weakness to the opponent, which in turn could embolden them to fight harder. As such, when left to their own devices, belligerents are hesitant to enter negotiations unless the alternative is a ruinous defeat. Diplomatic talks would be uncommon and most liable to occur in the aftermath of battlefield activities that clearly indicate one side’s superiority. These negotiations would consequently have a much higher likelihood of being sincere attempts to terminate hostilities. But in the midst of heavy external latent pressures for peace, belligerents may feel not only that the costs of negotiation go down but that the costs of not negotiating go up. Outside efforts to cajole the combatants into diplomacy increase incentives for actors to engage in talks, regardless of whether any actor has a genuine desire for peace. Less fettered by the normal risks of diplomacy, belligerents have greater liberty to use negotiations insincerely in hopes of reshaping the reversion outcome in their favor. In the shadow of latent external pressures, the typically strong relationship between information from the battlefield and negotiations leading to settlement becomes murky. Hostilities that strongly demonstrate one side’s advantage will filter out actors with insincere intentions, which in turn increases the chances of talks being sincere, but this relationship is simply not as decisive as when belligerents must make diplomatic overtures on their own.

The preceding chapters drew on diverse evidence to support these claims. New datasets of battles and negotiations across two centuries of interstate wars, which enabled a daily-level analysis of the relationship between bargaining and the battlefield, substantiated my theory. A series of qualitative case studies varying across space, time, levels of latent external pressures for peace, and battlefield activity provided a closer look at specific mechanisms and strategies at work when belligerents chose when and how to negotiate with the enemy. The concerns, ideas, and decisions warring parties had regarding wartime diplomacy reflected key elements of my argument. Finally, hybrid qualitative and quantitative analysis of the Korean War used novel computational methods on archival documents to show that my framework explains not only the (in)sincerity of entire periods of negotiations but also fluctuations in (in)sincerity within a round of talks.


Scholarly Implications

My theory calls for a reassessment of how scholars approach and understand war. As I described at the book’s outset, the rational-choice tradition has evolved in a manner such that verbal communication in and of itself is presumed not to carry any costs. Such a conclusion has undercut the motivation to gather separate data on the reality of wartime diplomacy. Consequently, scholarly research tends to see negotiations as a mere mechanism to convert information obtained from fighting into a diplomatic settlement short of military victory or defeat. Any negotiations that do not end a conflict reflect a lack of common beliefs but have few consequences beyond that fact. But even though this view of wartime diplomacy as a mere exchange of words is logically consistent and seemingly reasonable, it does not find much support in the historical record.

This book does not call for jettisoning a rational-choice understanding of war. If anything, it substantiates a critical implication of bargaining models of war: when it comes to forging peace, there is no real substitute for clear battlefield activity. Yet I have also demonstrated that diplomacy is not simply an exchange of words; the act of negotiating implicates far more costs and benefits. Deciding to talk can be perilous in signaling weakness or legitimating an adversary. In other circumstances, deciding not to talk can also be costly. The strength of the post-1945 effect in both my quantitative and my qualitative studies indicates the weight of institutional and normative factors in encouraging belligerents to consider diplomacy. At the same time, engaging in talks can create space to manipulate the military and political environment in order to promote the war effort.

An essential insight of this book is thus that negotiations—particularly during war—can directly affect the reversion outcome that actors will face should talks fall apart. If diplomacy outside war takes place in the shadow of violence, diplomacy during war can be harnessed to increase one’s ability to mobilize and apply even more violence. This potential benefit to negotiation has been documented across numerous wars and underscores the importance of grasping more fully the complex calculus that belligerents perform when deciding how to navigate a conflict. Contrary to the suggestions of many studies, bad news from the battlefield does not necessarily engender interest in peace, and diplomacy’s value does not suddenly dissipate once weapons are fired. Diplomacy is indeed rational, but a much wider spectrum of considerations helps to explain policymakers’ strategies regarding how they talk with the enemy during conflict.

Future bargaining models of war would be well served by accounting for some of these additional strategic considerations regarding the decision to negotiate.6 But this book also suggests that bargaining models can go only so far on their own, and game-theoretical models may become intractable if too many new parameters or sources of uncertainty are added at the same time. Other lines of inquiry, including the collection and assessment of new data, as demonstrated in this book, may prove necessary to both develop and assess more intricate theories of negotiation.

My argument and evidence also call some aspects of Zartman’s ripeness theory—one of the leading frameworks in conflict resolution research—into question. This theory, to recall, argues that “ripe moments” for negotiations arise in the presence of two necessary but not sufficient conditions: belligerents suffering from a mutually hurting stalemate and belligerents simultaneously perceiving the possibility of a diplomatic way out of fighting.7 The empirical support for ripeness theory and its variants typically relies on qualitative reviews of specific conflicts. Both my broad statistical findings and my individual case studies indicate that distinct battlefield trends, and not periods of stagnation, are a much stronger predictor of negotiations. Ripeness theory also provides no framework to understand or predict insincere diplomacy, instead assuming that negotiation onset presages peace or at least has no negative downstream consequences should talks fail. To the extent that perceptions of a way out are dependent on third-party mediation efforts, my theory suggests that external attempts to pressure belligerents into negotiations may unintentionally generate circumstances that fan the flames of war. Importantly, the battery of quantitative results I produce using daily-level data on fighting and negotiating substantiate my argument and go beyond conventional and anecdotal debates regarding ripeness theory that involve qualitative discussions of purposefully chosen conflicts.

While this book addresses the occurrence of negotiations and belligerents’ behavior within periods of conversation, it does not account for the underlying format, topics, or other aspects of the negotiations that may also influence their outcomes. These preliminary interactions that take place in advance of formal talks are often called prenegotiation.8 Decisions made in this early phase may define what the negotiations can or cannot accomplish before discussions even begin and thus represent a way to control diplomacy through an alternative face of power.9 For instance, agenda setting is a powerful tool that defines the boundaries of a bargaining interaction. This phenomenon has richer traditions in the fields of American politics and international political economy, where decision-making bodies have much more explicit institutional procedures, but in matters of international conflict, it has received drastically less attention.10 When Napoleon, for example, sought to win a battle in order to bolster his bargaining position in a negotiation, Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord—minister of foreign affairs for the First French Republic, Napoleon, and later Louis XVIII—remarked, “Sire, it is not necessary. They have allowed me to set the agenda.”11

Much as Talleyrand has received acclaim and criticism for his personal prowess as a diplomat, the backgrounds and attributes of the specific individuals sent to negotiate on behalf of a state or organization may also indicate the party’s interest in talks or signal any intentional limitations that it seeks to place on the scope of discussions. In the Korean War, the UNC delegation was exclusively populated with military officials who had no background in diplomacy or politics, while more members of the Communist delegation had wider experiences. It is perhaps no coincidence that the first two weeks of negotiations were spent haggling over the agenda, with the UNC seeking to discuss only military affairs and the Communists seeking to also include political questions. Systematically analyzing individual negotiators may thus shed valuable light on how talks in which they participate eventually unfold.

Prenegotiation processes are, as such, consequential and calculated endeavors worth exploring in their own right, both in armed conflict and in other substantive arenas.12 Indeed, since, as this book underscores, negotiations are a highly strategic activity, the potential value of analyzing negotiations in their more formative stages is all the more evident.



Normative Ideals for Diplomacy

The belief in international relations scholarship that negotiations are a universally desirable and good-faith endeavor without meaningful liabilities is echoed in the policy world. Many experts and practitioners have failed to fully scrutinize the notion of insincere negotiations—largely because of a strong normative belief that diplomacy should not be exploitative.13 In Satow’s Diplomatic Practice, Ivor Roberts decries the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries as an era when diplomacy was rife with “the ‘Machiavellian’ expedients of spying, conspiracy, and deceit” and when “raison d’état or what in English is called ‘the end justifying the means’ took unquestioned precedence over morality.”14 The shift to the notion of diplomacy as a nobler, more honest pursuit appears to have happened only sometime later. For example, in 1604, news leaked of the English diplomat Sir Henry Wotton declaring (after an “Evening in Merriments”) that “an ambassador is an honest man, sent to lie abroad for the good of his Country.” James I, incensed by this statement, forced Wotton to write two highly public apologies for this perceived impropriety.15 Some four centuries later, Sir Harold Nicolson—who served as a diplomat for the Foreign Office of the United Kingdom and later became a member of Parliament in the early twentieth century—emphasized the importance of an individual who could adhere to the “truth” when describing the set of criteria he used to “test” whether someone would make an ideal diplomat.16 But even as the maintenance of longer-term diplomatic relations would thus seem to depend on the honest and fair conduct of individual representatives,17 it may be shortsighted to believe that diplomacy is always done earnestly—especially during wars in which vital interests are at stake.

Unfortunately, some experts who have recognized that diplomacy can be exploited have inanely concluded that the issue emanates solely from non-Western actors. Following their experiences at Kaesong and Panmunjom during the Korean War, Paris during the Vietnam War, and various other encounters, numerous individuals who interacted with representatives of Communist states wrote books that decried the latter’s cynical and time-wasting tactics. Admiral C. Turner Joy’s book regarding his time as senior delegate for the UNC, which I quoted at length in chapter 6, is even titled How Communists Negotiate.18 Kenneth Young, who served as US ambassador to Thailand in the early 1960s, published a volume titled Negotiating with the Chinese Communists that described his interactions as “annoying and frustrating” because representatives possessed “supreme self-confidence.”19 Implicit in these recriminations is the belief that US representatives were far more sincere and could have realized agreement but for the Communists’ bad behavior. Some descriptions of diplomacy with non-Western representatives are imbued with subtle racism; one states that US diplomats had to display “maturity and realism in [their] treatment of non-Western concerns.”20

This is certainly not to deny the existence of differences in diplomatic behavior across actors. Negotiation scholars have found ample evidence that culture influences how individuals bargain.21 Nevertheless, even if such concrete differences exist, my empirical analyses show that all actors, regardless of political, geographical, or cultural background, approach negotiations with the same basic underlying motivation: promoting their policy interests, even if it may cut across normative beliefs about the “right” way to conduct diplomacy. Those who research and practice diplomacy should thus be wary of the idea that negotiations cannot cause harm or that only “other” people use diplomacy for cynical ends. As the Indian diplomat Arthur S. Lall once noted, “In defense or promotion of its vital interests, a state has as much latitude in its actions irrespective of the interests of other states.”22 His sentiments are echoed by Secretary of State Dean Acheson, who wrote that we must recognize “negotiation as an instrument of war.”23



Negotiations in Civil War

Although research focused on interstate war has largely shortchanged the strategic implications of negotiations during conflict, scholars of civil war have arguably made larger strides in recognizing that talking with the enemy is not a costless enterprise. Work by Barbara Walter and Jeffrey Kaplow, among others, has articulated how governments may be resistant to negotiating with rebel groups because doing so could afford these nonstate violent actors an air of legitimacy that bolsters their cause. It could also signal weakness to other potential rebel groups, who may be inspired to wield violence to extract concessions from a seemingly soft government.24 These potential consequences of negotiation become manifest regardless of whether a state leader strikes a deal with a rebel group. In other words, they are side effects that reshape the reversion outcome—even though most civil war scholars do not use these terms. My theory has taken this astute idea and incorporated it into a more comprehensive framework that enumerates a broader set of risks and rewards that come with negotiating while fighting.

Much of the empirical evidence this book offers has focused on wars between states. But because my core argument bears connections with civil war literature, it is worth reflecting on how my theory of wartime negotiations applies to intrastate conflict. Through much of the twentieth century, civil wars were less likely to end with negotiated agreements compared to their interstate counterparts.25 Yet the rate of peaceful settlement for intrastate conflicts has steadily grown since the end of the Cold War.26 These settlements have not come easily. Negotiation efforts to quell violence in Syria, Northern Ireland, Columbia, and Sudan—to name some examples from the early twenty-first century—have all been characterized by suspicions and accusations of parties negotiating in bad faith to prepare for renewed hostilities.

Indeed, there are two reasons to believe that insincere negotiations and the implications of my theory are especially salient when considering civil wars. First, the power imbalances that exist between rebel groups and the government tend to be far wider than gaps in capabilities that arise between belligerent states. One side is the state, which is more organized, resource rich, and partially defined by its monopoly on the legitimate use of force. The other side is a nonstate actor that must overcome deficiencies across these same dimensions. Belligerents on the disadvantaged end of a highly asymmetric conflict have greater incentives to engage in indirect forms of interaction and to wear down the enemy through sustained and costly fighting.27 Insincere negotiations, which can allow a warring party to stall for time and to reorganize for continued hostilities, accomplish precisely these objectives and increase diplomacy’s appeal as a weapon of the weak.

Second, negotiations are more frequent but also more likely to be exploited for side effects when latent external pressures on the belligerents to negotiate are high. My quantitative analysis in chapter 3 demonstrated that interstate wars without any major powers were more susceptible to these talks, which are externally motivated and ineffectual. It is therefore unsurprising that bouts of peace arranged by third parties are inconsistent in how durable they are over the long term.28 Given that civil wars tend to feature nonmajor states and nonstate actors, third-party countries and organizations wield significantly more political and material leverage to push belligerents into diplomatic ventures.29

These two factors suggest that rebel groups in civil wars may see few downsides and significant upsides to engaging in negotiations, even if—or because—they have a meager chance of ending the conflict through pure military might. Quantitative studies of civil war have shown that rebel groups are more likely to request negotiations when the battlefield reaches a period of stalemate, as this demonstrates the rebels’ ability to resist the state while also diluting the rebels’ optimism about making short-term gains in future fighting.30 Yet, as I have underscored, an offer to negotiate by one party is not tantamount to the onset of negotiations or the prospects of a mutually acceptable settlement. If anything, my theory suggests that negotiations proposed in the middle of stalemates are most liable to be motivated by insincere intentions that seek to alter the war rather than end it.



Negotiations Not in War

Although this book’s proximate goal is to understand the logic of diplomacy during war, it also makes the case that scholars—particularly in the field of international relations—have much more progress to make in studying diplomacy and its practice as a whole, including the quotidian maintenance of relations between nations, institutions, and individuals. Diplomacy can be richly understood as a method to communicate intentions between states,31 but the interests of a monolithic state and the goal of being credible are only elements of a broader spectrum. Practitioners and historians, on the other hand, have a deeper appreciation of the subtlety, culture, and social dimensions of their craft but frequently discuss the vocation without firm theoretical underpinnings.32 Stronger connections between these two traditions are essential to helping us develop a more extensive and vibrant understanding of a central institution that holds international society together.33

Many of the core insights I have presented also have implications for understanding important diplomatic interactions in settings that are several steps removed from active hostilities. The idea that negotiations can be harnessed to produce side effects is not limited to ceasing conflicts. Any process by which opposing parties attempt to resolve their differences using words can open an avenue for insincerity. Indeed, several examples I have provided throughout this book do not involve active violence.

The United States’ diplomatic activities regarding Iran’s and North Korea’s nuclear ambitions in the twenty-first century may also involve the potential exploitation of diplomacy. In 2018, the Trump administration withdrew the United States from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), the international agreement designed to address Iran’s nuclear program that was mentioned at the start of chapter 1. This negotiation process repeatedly stalled over the summer of 2021, and there is suggestive evidence that some of this had insincere motivations. For Iran’s part, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei may have delayed talks through the summer to allow for the new hard-line Iranian president Ebrahim Raisi, a fierce critic of any return to the JCPOA, to take office in August and thus have a stronger hand in any subsequent negotiations.34 In 2021, the Biden administration worked to shift international public opinion against Iran. Speaking to the press, the State Department official Ned Price decried Iran’s “outrageous effort to deflect blame for the current impasse” and claimed that the United States “stand[s] ready … to complete work on a mutual return to the JCPOA once Iran has made the necessary decisions.”35

The United States’ actions regarding North Korea’s nuclear ambitions also have direct connections with my notion of insincere negotiation. Since the turn of the twenty-first century, North Korea’s diplomatic activities—which express a vague interest in some form of denuclearization but typically lead to no new limits on its program—have ultimately allowed the regime to become a de facto nuclear state.36 Completely understandable international desire for a diplomatic settlement has frequently resulted in very eager attempts to engage in talks whenever North Korea has indicated some interest in diplomacy. This has often created opportunities for the Kim regime to extract side effects, such as the provision of humanitarian aid, that further its survival. Two conspicuous examples were the face-to-face summits between Donald Trump and Kim Jong-un in Singapore in 2018 and Hanoi in 2019, which themselves were partially a product of diplomatic momentum produced by South Korean president Moon Jae-in in 2018. While meant to address nuclear issues, neither summit made concrete progress toward denuclearization, as both sides had differing interpretations of the term. The fact that the two sides had not reconciled their inconsistent definitions of denuclearization in preliminary lower-level meetings, which would be the standard procedure for diplomatic summits, serves as evidence that both leaders were more interested in the public appearance of talks than in making real or difficult progress on the issue. One of the broader consequences and criticisms was that Kim’s sitting across from the head of state of the United States, with the two nations’ flags intertwined, allowed the North Korean regime to gain both domestic and international status.37 As the Washington Post opined, the first summit “was, without question, a triumph for Kim Jong Un,” who could now “parade on the global stage as a legitimate statesman.”38 North Korea’s diplomatic maneuvering demonstrates the efficacy of insincere negotiations for weaker parties that can take advantage of international support for engagement.39

Accusations of foot dragging have also become prevalent in climate negotiations. With each passing Conference of the Parties (COP) related to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, highly developed countries and corporations have been criticized for undermining progress in setting or meeting critical goals to prevent disastrous temperature increases. Environmental organizations and activists have warned that the COP has become a forum for states and companies to “greenwash” their activities by touting specific accomplishments to divert attention away from the worst sources of pollution, using the language of environmentalism to disguise lack of concrete action and making seemingly grand commitments that are never fulfilled.40 As an example, the Copenhagen Accord signed at COP15 in 2009 codified developed countries’ commitment to provide $100 billion annually to less developed countries by 2020. This relatively modest target, which will surely rise over time, has never been categorically met in any single year. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development self-reports that contributions rose from $54 billion to almost $90 billion between 2013 and 2021.41 Other organizations, however, suggest that the numbers are drastically inflated because they include the value of loans and count unrelated forms of aid as being “climate relevant.”42 As another example, the commitment to “net-zero” emissions gained significant attention in 2015, when the Paris Climate Agreement made frequent references to this term. The concept of “net-zero” sounds promising and has a scientific basis, but governments and corporations often adopt definitions that are not based on scientific principles and omit certain forms of pollution when assessing their own commitments to this goal.43

States and companies experience enormous political pressures to come to the bargaining table and discuss solutions to climate change. The rise of climate protests and movements led by young people adds further impetus. Yet so far, many of the actions taken at these talks have allowed high-polluting actors to avoid or delay costly reforms while diverting pressure and blame from themselves, particularly for members of the public who may not follow climate policy in great detail. The fact that a term like “greenwashing” is becoming increasingly common in popular discourse suggests that the general population is more aware of the possibility that climate negotiations are, at least for some actors, conducted insincerely. My theory, considerably extrapolated, would suggest that climate negotiations will become more sincere when trends from the “battlefield” of climate change become stark and feel irreversible. The questions of how painful and absolute the consequences of climate change need to become to spur radical collective action, and whether those changes will be too late to meet the moment, remain open and have existential implications.



When to Give War or Diplomacy a Chance

My book has largely focused on the occurrence of negotiations and their impact on conflict resolution. My empirical analysis, however, does not directly address the welfare implications associated with wartime negotiation. Wars wreak death and destruction, and it is important to understand how diplomacy affects both.

On the one hand, quantitative evidence shows that wars have become shorter and less deadly in the post-1945 environment, where both latent external pressures for diplomacy and observed rates of negotiation have been high. Wars between 1900 and 1945 had a median length of 220 days and 26,700 overall deaths; since 1945, these median numbers have fallen to 157 days and 6,000 deaths.44 The supposed “long peace” associated with the current international order has also avoided global conflagrations as devastating as the two world wars.45 If negotiations have been more frequent in this environment, then perhaps efforts to promote diplomacy have been worthwhile regardless of any failures or negative externalities based on insincere negotiations.46

On the other hand, some scholars have bemoaned the limited or counterproductive impact that negotiations have had in modern-day conflicts. In the introduction, I made a brief reference to a well-known Foreign Affairs piece penned by the historian Edward Luttwak called “Give War a Chance.” Written a few years after the Bosnian War of 1992–95, this essay offered a dispiriting assessment of the international community’s attempts to promote peace, one that overlaps with themes I have raised in this book:


An unpleasant truth often overlooked is that although war is a great evil, it does have a great virtue: it can resolve political conflicts and lead to peace… . Since the establishment of the United Nations and the enshrinement of great-power politics in its Security Council, however, wars among lesser powers have rarely been allowed to run their natural course… . [A] cease-fire tends to arrest war-induced exhaustion and lets belligerents reconstitute and rearm their forces. It intensifies and prolongs the struggle once the cease-fire ends—and it usually does end… . Peace takes hold only when war is truly over.47



My theory suggests that both “it cannot hurt to negotiate” and “give war a chance” are flawed positions because they adopt unconditional views of negotiation, albeit from opposite directions. Just because wars are more limited today than they were in the past does not mean policymakers can declare diplomatic efforts to be an unalloyed good. The salient question is not whether wars today are less deadly than wars of yesteryear. It is instead whether wars today could be made even less deadly if negotiations were applied more judiciously than they have been. At the same time, just because some negotiations exacerbate violence does not mean diplomacy should be sidelined until one side has fully destroyed the other. These opposing positions are implicitly based on a shared idea that there is no discernible pattern to when and why negotiations succeed in ending hostilities. The argument and evidence I have presented in this book indicate that clear information from the battlefield heavily influences whether third-party pressure is more likely to facilitate peace or to undermine it. The existence of numerous institutions, actors, and avenues that help potential belligerents pursue diplomacy introduces an increased risk of negotiations being abused if they are imposed thoughtlessly. But if applied prudently and in the right circumstances, these same actors and institutions afford a valuable path for belligerents to more quickly arrange peace when they so desire. In the words of the civil war scholar Stephen Stedman, negotiations “should not be offered like buses that come along every fifteen minutes.”48

My argument and findings offer three suggestions for third parties attempting to quell conflicts. First, external actors could deploy the brunt of their diplomatic pressure when the battlefield has clearly revealed one side’s advantage. As we have seen, one prominent method third parties use to create such pressure is organizing mediation efforts. Scholars have produced mixed results about the impact of third-party mediation on conflict. Some works conclude that mediation increases the likelihood and pace of conflict termination, while others produce less promising conclusions.49 Those in the latter camp frequently analyze mediator bias but yield dissonant findings about whether biased or unbiased mediators are better at terminating conflicts.50 The effectiveness of mediation also appears to fluctuate as a function of time, with mediation being more productive at early and late stages of conflict.51 These extant works, whether or not they find positive effects, generally focus on fixed attributes of the actors involved without accounting for battlefield developments and how they dynamically influence the supply of, demand for, and consequences of mediation.52 For example, wars with quick or decisive outcomes in one side’s favor may be readily settled by mediators, while conflicts with less clear-cut trajectories may lead to mediation efforts that are used insincerely. The supply of potential mediators could also be shaped by the state of the battlefield, with more committed mediators offering their services when fighting becomes especially intense or lopsided.53 While these individual claims require further scrutiny and testing, my theory underscores the importance of considering the future costs of fighting as a motivator for belligerents to not only negotiate but negotiate sincerely. Incorporating this dimension may help to consolidate seemingly disparate judgments regarding mediation’s relationship with conflict resolution. When it comes to intrawar diplomacy, nothing is as clarifying as the battlefield.

Second, to further increase a belligerent’s interest in negotiating sincerely, outside actors must threaten to impose costs so that whatever benefits could be accrued from negotiating insincerely and improving one’s reversion outcome are nullified.54 While the threat of British military intervention proved useful in stopping Israel during the Arab-Israeli War, actual military involvement by major powers tends to exacerbate conflict by dragging additional actors into hostilities.55 Sanctions and embargoes that limit the flow of military aid to belligerent states are likely a more efficient manner to reshape the future costs of fighting.56 The United States’ ability to deescalate the 1956 Suez Crisis by threatening the United Kingdom, France, and Israel with economic sanctions lends one important example.

Third, outside parties should be very cautious in promoting ceasefires alongside negotiations. My argument and results demonstrate that sustained and present battlefield momentum expedite diplomacy’s ability to settle conflict, while indefinite or quiescent battlefields invite insincere intentions. I have also shown in chapter 4 that both (internal) negotiations and ceasefires are associated with decreased hostilities. If diplomacy has its own independent effect in quelling hostilities, adding formal ceasefires on top of this can further create breathing room for belligerents to remobilize their military forces or to engage in blame shifting.

That said, my point is not that negotiations should be wholly avoided when the battlefield is stalemated or indeterminate, or that ceasefires should never be implemented during war. Having third parties that can rapidly mobilize to facilitate diplomacy may allow belligerents to enter negotiations more quickly and with fewer reservations when they feel interested in talking. This could help prevent wars from escalating needlessly because one or both sides worry about looking weak and being exploited. The Cenepa Valley War, explored in chapter 4, demonstrates this point. But what matters is that belligerents seek negotiations out themselves. The fact that the belligerents in the Cenepa Valley War did so is why that war was resolved so quickly.

Moreover, temporarily dampening hostilities through diplomacy may afford valuable time to conduct humanitarian peace efforts that relieve the suffering of countless individuals affected by a war they did not seek and do not control. Many appeals for ceasefires in contemporary conflicts are framed in precisely this manner. In attempting to ameliorate suffering in the Yemeni civil war, the site of one of the largest humanitarian disasters in modern history, the United Nations and several other states led persistent efforts to broker a ceasefire.57 Appeals for a ceasefire in the Tigray conflict of 2020–22 emphasized the need for humanitarian deliveries and state parties’ obligations to protect Ethiopian civilians in accordance with the Refugee Convention of 1951.58 Diplomacy and ceasefires can help create critical and short-term moments of relief for innocent civilians.

It is erroneous, however, to believe that negotiations are guaranteed to promote relief even if they do not succeed in ending the overall war. The undeniable benefits of humanitarian aid distributed during moments of quiet must be considered alongside the potential consequences of exacerbating the political and military environment—and thus humanitarian suffering—in the longer term.59 This is a terrible and morally fraught dilemma. My theory does not provide a straightforward prescription for how to navigate this quandary, but it does highlight the fact that this predicament exists and must be countenanced when shaping conflict resolution policies related to diplomacy.60

Some may suggest that a compromise policy would involve organizing talks that are strictly limited to addressing humanitarian concerns, avoiding political matters and broader ceasefires. This idea is not implausible on its face, but policymakers must have their eyes wide open to the reality that the ability to promote humanitarian principles during war is also beholden to belligerents’ broader strategic intentions and desire to gain an advantage. Talks held shortly after the onset of the Russo-Ukrainian war, begun in 2022, are illustrative of these pitfalls. In late February and March that year, not long after Russian forces began a “special military operation” that aimed to seize much of Ukraine and realize the so-called “denazification” of the Zelenskyy government, a series of externally motivated peace talks took place—first in Belarus and then in Turkey. These negotiations revealed massive gaps in belligerents’ bargaining positions, but both sides agreed to the creation of humanitarian corridors for fleeing civilians.61 At face value, this was a promising development. But as my argument suggests, and as later events would seem to indicate, such a view is naive. Any artificially constructed pockets of peace, especially when fighting has not provided enough information to create common beliefs between actors, are potential opportunities for belligerents to further their war aims. Indeed, Russian forces were repeatedly accused of intentionally attacking Ukrainian civilians in the humanitarian corridors that the two sides had arranged.62 To be sure, it was due to these corridors that approximately 125,000 people were evacuated and spared serious injury or death in the first two weeks of the war.63 But these human rights atrocities indicate that ostensibly peace-promoting activities can be wielded to exact violence.

Brief and abortive negotiations like the ones that took place in early 2022 between Russia and Ukraine can prompt leaders around the world to consider whether they should push belligerents into further talks. The notion that diplomacy could lead to peace in such instances is tempting. But in line with this book’s argument, the indeterminate back-and-forth of hostilities over the course of a war, as well as the involvement of major powers on both sides of the conflict, does not produce an environment that is conducive to good-faith diplomacy that begets long-term peace. Diplomatic pushes made in these conditions may not only fail to end the war but also perhaps reinvigorate it. Ultimately, policymakers should both remain wary of diplomacy’s potential side effects and avoid applying additional external pressure to artificially accelerate the process, even as—and, indeed, even more so because—peace is at stake.



Final Fighting Words

There is little surprise that war is simultaneously an object of fascination, inquiry, and dread. War represents one of the most overtly destructive processes perpetuated by human civilization. Despite extensive scholarship, including this book, that explains how war is better understood as a strategic activity, war still instinctively feels like the product of irrationality. War is cruel, traumatizing, and catastrophic. Enormous questions about the nature of humans, the fate of individuals and large populations alike, and the state of global affairs hang in the balance because of war.

It is precisely for these reasons that we must appreciate warfare in all of its manifestations, as well as all of the factors that may stymie or enable its continuation. This book has argued that diplomacy does not immediately lose its value once wars begin. The resumption of diplomacy during conflict may trigger optimism among citizens and third-party observers, but it is also not an inevitable sign of progress toward a lasting settlement. Time and again, negotiations have changed belligerents’ political and military fortunes regardless of whether they accomplish their professed aim of producing peace. Anyone interested in mitigating conflict must appreciate that distinctions between war and diplomacy are not as binary as we may expect or want them to be. Blood not only is shed by the sword on the battlefield but can also be drawn by the pen at the bargaining table.
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