
American 
Interest

Vol. XII, No. 4 | March/April 2017Policy, Politics & Culture

THE RUSSIAN CONNECTION    •    PUTIN’S MODERATE FASCIST STATE

STRATEGIC CHOICES 
IN THE AGE OF 
TRUMP

THE ART OF THE DEAL:
FIVE EASY PIECES
Philip Zelikow

TRUMP’S NEW
WORLD ORDER
Niall Ferguson

SAME WORLD, 
LONELY WORLD, 
COLD WORLD
Adam Garfinkle



2 THE AMERICAN INTEREST

A LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

As Inauguration Day approaches on Friday as I write, I sense that most Ameri-
cans (and probably others) are resigned to the fact that Donald Trump is 
about to become President of the United States, and, cognitive dissonance 

being what it is, many have figured out ways to discount the potential downside of 
that onrushing reality. Fine; people do what they need to do. Some take comfort in 
the fact that several of Trump’s cabinet choices are not as scary as he is, but what is 
anyone to make of the fact that the better choices flat out disagree with the Presi-
dent’s own high-profile policy pronouncements? Some take comfort in assuming the 
strength of American’s institutions, legal and otherwise, in preventing an unfit man 
from running the ship of state aground. Others just pray in very general terms.

But here’s the problem for at least a few of us: If you know how cognitive disso-
nance works, then you become self-conscious of the much-historically-rehearsed pro-
cess of delusional fear abatement—and then it no longer works. That’s my problem: 
too much post-grad psych and history reading. Alas, truth does not always set you 
free; it’s as likely to help deplete your single malt stock.

No matter how hard I try, I cannot make myself forget about the palliating blather 
so many American, British, and other intellectuals mouthed about Mussolini, Hitler, 
and Stalin in the interwar period—not that Donald Trump is a serious enough man 
to measure up potentially to quite that scale of evil. But the underlying similarity re-
mains: Dishonest or simply mad speech is the smoke indicating the fire of dishonest 
and mad acts past and prospective.

So I am afraid, but my fear is oddly schizophrenic. On the one hand, I am afraid 
that Trump will blunder in ways that make the long-term damage to the reputation 
of American institutions already done by his mere election (remember Watergate?) 
much worse. He could further emaciate America’s ever-anemic social idea, worsen 
class, racial, and ethnic tensions, inadvertently harm the economy, further derange 
a skittish international security environment, and even cause a major war. So when 
mentally surface-dwelling people, mostly Republicans, say they “want Trump to suc-
ceed” because a “failed presidency” is bad for the nation, I immediately think of 
Simone Weil’s observation that “it is better to fail than to succeed in doing harm.”

On the other hand, there is plenty of low-hanging fruit that any non-Democratic 
Administration could have picked, some of which even a Hillary Clinton Adminis-
tration might have picked. So many areas of American public policy are dysfunction-
al—some because of plutocratic abuses long plied by the elites of both major parties, 
others thanks to the legacy politically correct manias of market fundamentalists to 
the one side and progressive social authoritarian engineers to the other—that vast im-
provements can be had with relative ease now that one party controls the Oval Office 
and both houses of Congress. If Donald Trump et al. can reduce the extortionary tax 
burdens that middle-class Americans and small businesses suffer, radically simplify 
the rest of the tax code so as to force huge hordes of parasitic lawyers and accountants 
to get productive jobs, stop insulting the native intelligence and sentiments of less-
than-college-educated people, and manage to avoid a nuclear war—whatever other 
nefarious things they do—they can probably get re-elected forever. And in a cold-
blooded political way they would deserve to.

In short, I’m afraid that a Trump Administration might succeed well enough in 
some ways to fail disastrously in others. Now, where is that bottle? 

A Case of Schizophrenic Fear
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   r isk c asc ades and how to manage them

Dramatic upheaval in the Middle 
Eastern landscape in recent years 
has given the United States and its 

allies renewed appreciation for how weak 
states affect international security and other 
foreign policy goals. It has become obvious 
that the wars in Syria, Iraq, and Libya have 
threatened Europe’s security. Likewise, the 
waves of refugees washing up on Europe’s 
shores have damaged the continent’s political 
coherence and deranged the domestic politics 
of many of its states. Meanwhile, weak cohe-
sion and governance made Ukraine vulner-

able to Russian revanchism, and they also 
made a slew of African states vulnerable to 
terrorism, armed conflict, and state collapse. 
These dangers are likely to grow as technol-
ogy empowers non-state actors to challenge 
not only the postwar liberal international 
order but the underlying Westphalian order 
as well. As the ability of small groups to un-
dermine political order expands, stresses on 
weak governments will grow.

To be sure, in some cases the risks posed by 
weak states have been overstated—most nota-
bly the threat posed by Iraq in 2003. But such 
mistakes do not invalidate the general problem 
set, which consists not only of crises fixed in a 
particular time and place, but also of the sec-
ond- and third-order effects that an initial crisis 
generates over time. The proper way to think 
about weak-state risk, therefore, is in terms of 
a risk cascade. 

The knock-on effects from initial crises are 
notoriously hard to predict, which means that 
policymakers rarely have a firm grasp on how 
to respond to the initial crisis. For example, the 
civil war in Syria originally looked to many like 

Risk Cascades 
and How to Manage Them
Seth D. Kaplan
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The dangers posed by weak states are immense but 
conceptually misconstrued: The proper metric is 
not an isolated weak-state crisis but the risk cascade 
emanating from it.
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an isolated, containable problem that posed 
few risks to the West. But then it became an 
incubator of terrorist groups such as the Islamic 
State and Jabhat al-Nusra, which helped to de-
stabilize Iraq again, followed more recently by 
Turkey as well. The conflict’s accentuation of 
sectarian divisions throughout the Middle East 
and beyond has helped to focus Iranian-Saudi 
antagonism in a dangerous way, turning what 
was a local fight in Yemen into a regional one. 
That antagonism now also threatens to inflame 
other states in the region, such as Lebanon, 
Bahrain, and Saudi Arabia itself. That, in turn, 
could pose risks to the security of oil exports 
from the region, which would likely have global 
economic effects. 

Aside from generating the largest source 
of refugees since World War II, the Syrian 
cauldron has also provided a means for Rus-
sia to re-engage in the geopolitics of the Le-
vant. Russian efforts to weaponize migrant 
flows out of Syria to Europe have given the 
Kremlin additional leverage to weaken liberal 
democratic forces within some key “new” Eu-
ropean Union members, and hence to further 
vitiate European and Transatlantic resolve 
with respect to Ukraine. What started as a 
Levantine tragedy has now become a global 
challenge with many dimensions. The risk 
cascade of the Syrian civil war is thus far 
more extensive than most observers predicted 
five years ago. 

Syria is not the only example we can cite. 
Even beyond Iraq and Libya in recent times, 
there is Afghanistan back in the 1980s, which 
gave rise to a jointly produced Soviet-U.S.-Pak-
istani risk cascade. On perhaps a less strategi-
cally salient scale, what started out as a vicious 
but narrow Rwandan tragedy ended up dis-
rupting the politics and stability of Central Af-
rica, with consequences still echoing today. But 
despite these and many other examples, U.S. 
policymakers still lack an analytical frame-
work to accurately assess risk cascades and 
their importance to U.S. national interests. 
American policymakers need to better leverage 
U.S. assets to assess, prevent, and respond to 
conflicts in troubled states. In sum, we need to 
do a better job of connecting the dots, a prob-
lem not limited to dealing with fragile and fail-
ing states.

The Rise and Fall and Rise 
of Fragile States

Although concerns over fragile states be-
gan to influence U.S. national security 

thinking in the late 1990s, when the United 
States was at its strongest position in genera-
tions with respect to other world powers, 9/11 
catapulted the issue to center stage. Top of-
ficials became so worried that they put fragile 
polities at the very center of security concerns. 
As the 2002 U.S. National Security Strategy 
(NSS) declared, “The events of September 
11, 2001 taught us that weak states, like Af-
ghanistan, can pose as great a danger to our 
national interests as strong states.”1

Other Western governments followed suit, 
reorienting their foreign policy and aid toward 
fragile states.2 Government bodies, think tanks, 
academics, intergovernmental organizations, non-
governmental organizations, and even corpora-
tions convened commissions, conducted inquiries, 
and launched programs focused on fragile states. 
Lists proliferated, indices multiplied, and a small 
industry of consultants and analysts flourished.

The boom was followed, as many booms 
are, by a bust. Many of the ideas about and 

1In a similar vein, the United States Agency for 
International Development’s January 2005 
Fragile States Strategy declared, “There is per-
haps no more urgent matter facing [us] than 
fragile states, yet no set of problems is more 
difficult and intractable. Twenty-first century 
realities demonstrate that ignoring these states 
can pose great risks and increase the likelihood 
of terrorism taking root.” 

2“It is very likely that the rise in instability ob-
served over the last decade will be an enduring 
characteristic of the strategic landscape rather 
than a temporary phenomenon,” explains In-
vesting in Prevention, a report issued by the 
United Kingdom’s Prime Minister’s Strategy 
Unit in early 2005. It concluded that fragile 
countries “have a significant impact on the 
achievement of a wider range of domestic and 
international objectives, including: security, 
humanitarian assistance, promotion of human 
rights, poverty reduction, terrorism, trade and 
prosperity, asylum, energy security and orga-
nized crime.”
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around fragility were not necessarily wrong, 
but the dangers came to be seen as exaggerated, 
and related ideas about how to diagnose and 
counter fragility were not based on a mature 
appreciation of what ailed countries. There was 
excessive focus on poverty, technocratic capa-
bilities, and Western normative ideas of gover-
nance. The World Bank, for instance, framed 
the whole issue around income levels; only low-
income countries could be on its list of fragile 
states. The Institute for State Effectiveness ar-
gued that fragility was caused by a state’s inabil-
ity to handle ten key functions and that the way 
forward depended on addressing these deficien-
cies.3 Indices such as the Fund for Peace’s Failed 
States Index (now called the Fragile States In-
dex) aggregated quantitative data on violence, 
corruption, state capacity, and regime type to 
try and gauge how fragile a state is.

The bust was epitomized by the Obama Ad-
ministration’s skeptical approach. In its view, 
while fragile states posed problems for interna-
tional order, they had but weak links to Ameri-
can foreign policy concerns. In many cases, 
the issues that mattered were more likely to be 
a product of corrupt or misgoverned but still 
functional states such as Pakistan rather than 
failed ones such as Somalia.4 In any case, a tar-
geted approach to achieving U.S. aims would 
work better than any attempt to prop up weak 
states as a group. The 2010 NSS emphasized 
that the “the gravest danger to the American 
people and global security” was threats related 
to “weapons of mass destruction, particularly 
nuclear weapons” before going on to dwell on 
issues such as cyber threats, climate change, 
and dependence on fossil fuels. “Weak and fail-
ing states” mattered in this analysis, but only as 
part of the larger strategic context.

The bust generated a search for a more re-
alistic equilibrium. In this case, the implosion 
of several Arab states starting in 2011, and the 
consequences that followed, forced a correction. 
Parallel concerns about health pandemics, inter-
national crime, and the weakness of some Afri-
can countries certainly helped, too. The result 
is that today we have a synthesis of previous po-
sitions. The 2015 NSS elevates the “significant 
security consequences associated with weak or 
failing states” to one of its eight “top strategic 
risks.” The increasing attention to fragile states 

within the U.S. policymaking community has 
been paralleled internationally.5 

At the same time, a better understanding of 
the drivers of fragility—the fruit of more than a 
decade of research—has yielded a much stronger 
emphasis on the role of politics, institutions, and 
social exclusion. There is now a consensus that 
persistent inequalities between different societal 
groups, lack of inclusive growth, and weak in-
stitutions are cross-cutting issues, as recent ex-
amples in Iraq, South Sudan, and Yemen high-
light. Such thinking was also reflected in the 
2015 NSS, which stated that “the nexus of weak 
governance and widespread grievance allows ex-
tremism to take root, violent non-state actors to 
rise up, and conflict to overtake state structures.”

Similarly, the 2015 OECD report “States 
of Fragility” declared that “the key drivers of 
conflict in many of the fragile and conflict-
affected countries often revolve around injus-
tice, inequality, ethnic tensions and, in extreme 
cases, religious radicalisation of various kinds. 
. . . Weak institutions could also be a source of 
collapse in seemingly strong states.”6 The UN’s 
global development agenda shifted in 2015 
from a focus on poverty, education, and health 

3See, for instance, “Fixing Failed States: A Frame-
work for Rebuilding a Fractured World—Book 
Launch and Discussion with Ashraf Ghani and 
Clare Lockhart,” Public Event, Overseas De-
velopment Institute, London, May 22, 2008.

4Stewart Patrick, Weak Links: Fragile States, Glob-
al Threats, and International Security (Oxford 
University Press, 2011).

5European governments have been forced to ad-
dress the fallout of the Arab Spring. The Unit-
ed Nations has sought to improve its effective-
ness in conflict prevention and peacekeeping. 
The World Bank and leading bilateral donors 
are increasingly focused on these countries; the 
British government, for instance, has pledged 
to refocus its aid spending in order to “target at 
least half of the Department for International 
Development’s budget on stabilising and sup-
porting broken and fragile states.” David 
Cameron, “Lord Mayor’s Banquet 2015: Prime 
Minister’s Speech,” November 16, 2015.

6Erik Solheim & Kaifala Marah, “Editorial” in 
“States of Fragility 2015: Meeting Post-2015 
Ambitions” (OECD Publishing, 2015).
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(in the Millennium Development Goals) to 
building resilient states with “peaceful and in-
clusive societies, access to justice for all, and 
effective and capable institutions” (in the Sus-
tainable Development Goals).7

Of course, some still believe, as Amy Ze-
gart wrote in 2015, that “Washington’s para-
noia over weak and failing states is distracting 
it from the real national security threats.”8 But 
the Obama Administration seemed capable of 
downplaying the significance of both weak- 
and strong-state challenges; it did not need 
distractions to shape its risk-averse disposition. 

Now that we are in the post-Obama era, 
such evaluations seem less important. What 
is important is that we understand that, while 
fragile states are certainly not the main threat 
the United States faces—threats posed by 
China, Russia, Iran, North Korea, and a co-
terie of sub-state Islamists are arguably great-
er—under-reacting to them and the multiple-
order effects of fragility nevertheless remains a 
problem, as the Syria and Libya debacles have 
demonstrated. 

Moreover, as we can see from the Russian 
element in the Syria example, these threat do-
mains are not hermetically sealed off from one 
another. They interact, sometimes nastily. That 
is why it still matters that fragile states are the 
least understood, most unpredictable, and least 
well-planned-for set of risks U.S. policymakers 
face. We can do better.

Difficulties Assessing Risk

The U.S. government should rationally and 
systematically assess and address the wide 

range of risks that face the country, but there 
are myriad ideological, institutional, and infor-
mational reasons why this rarely happens. Too 
often, policymakers emphasize the wrong risks 
or respond to the right risks in the wrong way.

There are at least five factors that ham-
per effective risk analysis. One is that, as El-
iot A. Cohen has argued, top officials often 
are so overwhelmed by competing concerns 
that they are short on time to effectively 
make what are hard choices. Important deci-
sions are inevitably decided upon by very few 
people, who only have so many hours a day 

to investigate issues and possible responses, 
leading to muddled thinking and uncreative 
policy prescriptions.9 The difficulties are mul-
tiplied by the vastly different kinds of risks 
leaders must consider. Dealing with China, 
for instance, requires a different approach 
than dealing with a weak state; few have the 
breadth of experience and knowledge neces-
sary to manage both well.

Such difficulties are often exacerbated by 
the difficulties of managing a sprawling bu-
reaucracy made up of institutions and individ-
uals that compete over policy and the impor-
tance of their own role in making it. Put simply, 
as Cohen and other veterans of the U.S. foreign 
policy maelstrom know: “Orderly administra-
tion is very hard.”

The media and domestic politics don’t make 
decision-making any easier. Too often, they 
force leaders to respond to crises that might be 
better left ignored, such as in Libya in 2011. 
Or they lobby for decisions that are best left 
deferred—or never taken—such as support for 
an independent South Sudan.10 Or they over-
simplify issues in ways that distort priorities, as 
has often been the case with foreign aid, where 
programs have become too risk averse, too fo-
cused on short-term results, and too partial to 
using American suppliers and contractors.11 

On the other hand, some important issues go 
completely ignored because of the lack of media 
attention or a domestic constituency to lobby 
for them, as was the case with healthcare infra-
structure in fragile states, which only became 
important after Ebola.

7Aparna Ramanan, “New U.N. Goals Highlight 
Danger of ‘State Fragility’ to Development,” 
United States Institute of Peace, June 16, 2015.

8Amy Zegart, “Stop Drinking the Weak Sauce,” 
Foreign Policy, February 23, 2015.

9Eliot Cohen, “The Simultaneity Trap,” The 
American Interest, February 9, 2016.

10See, for instance, Rebecca Hamilton, “Special 
Report: The Wonks Who Sold Washington on 
South Sudan,” Reuters, July 11, 2012; and Alan 
Boswell, “The Failed State Lobby,” Foreign 
Policy, July 9, 2012.

11Andrew Natsios, “The Clash of the Counter-
Bureaucracy and Development,” Center for 
Global Development, July 2010.
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Administrations also try too hard to avoid 
mistakes from the past, falling into a “history 
trap.”12 The Clinton Administration stayed away 
from Rwanda because of scars earned in Somalia; 
meanwhile, hundreds of thousands were mur-
dered. The Bush Administration was too aggres-
sive in Iraq because it feared the consequences 
of being too passive after 9/11. The Obama Ad-
ministration was overly cautious in Syria partly 
because of the quagmire of Iraq. Every time an 
event smells of appeasement (justly or not) Nev-
ille Chamberlain and his policies on Nazi Ger-
many are hauled out of the history larder. The 
more a government makes decisions either in 
response to what are likely bent parallels, or in 
reaction against its 
own or its predeces-
sors’ mistakes, the 
more likely it is to 
be wrong.

Finally, fragile 
states pose particu-
lar challenges for 
Washington politi-
cians and policy-
makers because few 
are deeply familiar 
with the problems 
of underdevelopment, sectarianism, and state 
capture. Countries with stark social divisions and 
a weak or nonexistent government apparatus do 
not respond well to the typical Western liberal 
recipe offered—elections, economic reform, and 
the introduction of new institutions rarely sta-
bilize situations. On the contrary, such policies 
can easily destabilize a state, begetting conflict 
and criminality, especially when mashed into 
the truncated time horizons that international 
actors prefer. Fragile states have unique problems 
that need deep study to be understood and ef-
fectively addressed. Investments to prevent crises 
are often not particularly expensive, but they do 
require the kind of long-term commitment that 
few administrations are primed to give.

Effects of the Risk Cascade

The risks emanating from fragile states are 
especially hard to assess because, as al-

ready noted, their most important components 

are often second-, third-, or even later-order ef-
fects that combine to create a large impact. Risk 
cascades exist because some events have a way 
of rippling across countries, institutions, non-
state actors, supply chains, markets, and popu-
lations, often in a nonlinear fashion. This does 
not mean “everything is connected to every-
thing else”—what Hegel called the phenom-
enology of fools, because it negates any pros-
pect of usefully prioritizing causality. But many 
things are related to many other things, and by 
prioritizing causality accurately we can know a 
good deal more about them than we do now.

While all risks produce multiple-order ef-
fects, risk cascades are particularly important in 

fragile states because the social and institutional 
fabric is susceptible to relatively mild shocks or 
stresses that would glance off more resilient 
systems. As such, just as companies must ana-
lyze how risk cascades through an entire value 
chain, the U.S. government should analyze how 
risk cascades through the entire governance sys-
tem and economy in any country that might be 
affected.

The Libyan conflict presents a graphic ex-
ample. The fall of Qaddafi created a power 
vacuum that has contributed to the destabili-
zation of much of the Sahel, affecting coun-
tries from Mauritania to Chad and beyond; it 
strengthened Boko Haram, which is fighting 
four governments; it led to terror attacks in 
relatively stable countries such as Côte d’Ivoire 
and Senegal; it spread weapons to groups seek-
ing to overthrow the Egyptian state; it spread 
terror to Tunisia, which has had an especially 

12Cohen, “The History Trap,” The American In-
terest, February 18, 2016.

Countries with stark social divisions 
and a weak or nonexistent government 

apparatus do not respond well to the 
typical Western liberal recipe.
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devastating effect on the economy of the one 
success story of the so-called Arab Spring; and 
it produced a steady stream of refugees seeking 
safe haven in Europe. Along with the refugees 
from Syria, these have, in turn, contributed to 
a weakening of the European Union and the 
rise of right-wing parties across the continent. 
And the cascade is ongoing.13

The myriad problems that affected Mali, a 
relatively stable country before the fall of Qad-
dafi, became much more acute when the fall-
out from Libya settled on it. Social exclusion, 
weak institutions, a dysfunctional democracy, 
and a restive military led, when combined with 
weapons proliferation and the expansion of 
secessionist and extremist claims produced by 
Libya’s vacuum, to a collapse of state author-
ity in Mali’s north, a coup d’état in Bamako, 
and ongoing violence. Only an international 
intervention prevented either a radical Islamist 
takeover of the Malian state or its territorial 
dismemberment. But debates over whether to 
intervene in Libya and to what extent to be in-
volved after the fall of Qaddafi paid little heed 
to the implications for Mali and more than a 
dozen or so neighboring countries.14

The risks from fragile states come in many 
forms:

Fragile states can transmute their instability 
across borders. The conflicts in Syria and Libya 
have destabilized their neighbors. The geno-
cide in Rwanda continues to haunt the eastern 
DRC. Conflict in West Africa and the Balkans 
in the 1990s spread from country to country, 
sometimes involving the same actors.

Terrorist groups can use fragile states as bases 
from which to threaten other countries. The Is-
lamic State uses its base in Syria and Iraq to plot 
attacks overseas. Boko Haram started in Nige-
ria but now threatens four countries.

Criminal gangs and networks feed on state 
weakness to smuggle goods, trade weapons, 
produce or ship illicit drugs, and so on. The 
gains they make can be used to spread violence 
and corruption across borders, as has happened 
in the Andes and Central America. The insta-
bility they foment can drive refugees to safer 
harbors, producing trails of migrants such as 
those who flee Central America for the United 
States.

Poor infrastructure, road blockages, and in-
stability can easily disrupt trade routes and natural 
resource supplies, raising prices, reducing compet-
itiveness, and disrupting supplier and customer 
networks. The war in Mozambique hurt coun-
tries that depended on its ports for trade. Middle 
Eastern wars have hurt Turkish trade. Somali 
piracy raised costs for shipping near the Horn of 
Africa. Instability in the Niger Delta has periodi-
cally cut supplies, increasing world oil prices in 
the process. Economic meltdown in Venezuela 
threatens all the countries that depend on its lar-
gesse for oil and aid.

Conflict can lead to the loss of markets and 
remittances. Eritrea lost by far its largest export 
market due to the war with Ethiopia in the late 
1990s. Instability in Côte d’Ivoire, the most 
dynamic country in Francophone West Africa, 
hurt all of its neighbors. The drop in oil prices 
has hurt not only countries overly dependent 
on oil revenue (for example, Nigeria, the Gulf 
states, Angola, and Russia) but also ones whose 
remittances or export earnings depend on 
those countries (for example, Central Asian 
countries, poorer Middle Eastern countries, 
Niger, Togo, and Benin).

Changes in the discourse around ethnicity, 
religion, politically acceptable behavior (for 
example, coup d’état), and so on can spur bad 
behavior or radicalization in nearby countries. 
Islamism has spread across the Middle East 
partly as a response to its weak state system and 
changes in regional discourse over religion. Sec-
tarian discourse has also proliferated in recent 

13There are many reports of these effects. See, for 
instance, “EU Must Maintain Its Aid to Libya, 
Say MEPs,” European Parliament News, Feb-
ruary 4, 2016. Also see, Seth Kaplan, “Libya 
Spillover: Mapping Northern Africa’s Growing 
Chaos,” Fragile States Forum, July 14, 2014.

14See, for instance, Andrew Rettman, “Mali Coup 
is ‘Spill-over’ From EU-led War in Libya,” EU 
Observer, March 28, 2012. Note also that 
Adam Garfinkle wrote at TAI Online in 2011 
(“Down the Rabbit Hole,” March 22), “We are 
. . . looking into the maw of a Libya that may 
well be divided . . . . And in due course, if the 
fractious mess lasts long enough, there is a rea-
sonable prospect that al-Qaeda will find a way 
to establish a foothold amid the mayhem.” 
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years, acting as a destabilizing force in many 
cases. Norms around democracy have changed, 
encouraging leaders in some weak democracies 
(for example, Turkey and Thailand) to reduce 
restraints on their authority.

Refugees from conflict or weak economies 
increase the stress on social services, prices, job 
markets, and ethnic dynamics. Syrian refugees 
risk destabilizing Jordan and Lebanon and have 
had a major impact on European politics.

Diseases such as Ebola and Zika can spread 
because of weak healthcare systems in fragile 
states, disrupting economies, weakening states, 
and draining budgets. Ebola affected three 
countries in West Africa in 2015 and threatens 
to return. Concerns about infectious diseases 
are growing.

State weakness can encourage neighborly 
interventions that spread instability or even 
weaken the countries doing the intervening. 
The second Congo War (1998-2002) in-
volved as many as nine African countries, as 
well as approximately twenty separate armed 
groups. Sometimes called the Great War of 
Africa or the African World War, it threat-
ened to destabilize a large swathe of the con-
tinent. Saudi Arabia’s intervention in Yemen 
and other fragile states in its region (for ex-
ample, Bahrain) drain its coffers of resources 
without necessarily increasing its security.

Is it possible to devise some sort of algorithm 
that can relate all these factors within a single 
unitary framework for policymakers? If so, it 
would allow policymakers at least to have some 
kind of interactive checklist so that truly egre-
gious mistakes might perhaps be avoided. And 
some recent mistakes do fall into that category, 
regrettably. 

Alas, we don’t know the answer to this 
question because, while various scholars have 
taken preliminary whacks at devising a uni-
tary analytical framework, the U.S. govern-
ment has never really tried. Some efforts were 
mooted in the early days after 9/11, but noth-
ing remains of them now. It is worth asking, 
therefore, whether the United States would 
have acted differently in Iraq in 2003 or Libya 
in 2011 if it had possessed a way to reckon 
the cascading effects of intervening. Would 
it have acted differently in Syria in 2013 and 
Iraq in 2009 if it had known the cascading 

effects of not intervening? The fact that U.S. 
policymakers made mistakes in judgment in 
all these cases strongly suggests that there is 
ample room for improvement.

Better Prioritizing 
and Reducing Foreign Risks

Effective assessment and prioritization of 
risk is possible; the number of dots in need 

of connection is large but not infinite. We 
know this because other governments seem to 
do a better job at this than we do. France held 
off on intervening in Mali throughout 2012 be-
cause it judged the risks to its interests could be 
contained, but then abruptly shifted course in 
early 2013, when Islamist fighters captured the 
central town of Konna and announced plans to 
attack Bamako. The changing context deter-
mined the level of risk to its interests and the 
importance of acting to protect them.

Russia carefully assessed its risks and inter-
ests when setting policy in Syria. From the start 
of the conflict, it supported the Assad regime, 
a long-standing ally, but limited its assistance 
to weapons, military advice, and diplomatic 
support. But when the government’s position 
weakened in 2015, increasing the risks to Rus-
sian interests, Russia inserted military forces to 
stabilize the situation and reverse losses on the 
ground. Expectations were kept modest and 
did not include winning the war. As a result, 
limited force managed to reverse the tide of the 
conflict and shore up the government’s position 
and morale with only modest risk. It is less clear 
that Russia calibrated skillfully its risks and in-
terests in Ukraine, where it may have overesti-
mated its interests based on historical ties and 
underestimated the fallout from intervening; 
sanctions have bit hard, especially given falling 
oil prices.

In theory, at least, senior U.S. officials could 
do at least as well if they manage to rethink 
how to organize the government’s intelligence, 
diplomatic, and aid apparatuses such that they 
are better informed, more agile, and more re-
sponsive.

As a start, more systematic and regularly un-
dertaken assessments and prioritizations of risk 
are necessary both to establish a more rational 
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hierarchy of national security threats and to 
increase our ability to invest in upstream pre-
vention measures. Too often, we are surprised 
by how fragility affects states, and just as often 
we fail to use our immense resources to bet-
ter understand them. Grasping the incentives 
and influences that affect leaders’ decisions 
is crucial to better prevention, but it requires 
broader and deeper political analyses of ruling 
parties, non-state actors, opposition groups, in-
stitutions, militaries, and leading members of 
civil society at all levels. This includes margin-
alized regions that often get ignored but whose 
grievances may destabilize whole countries, as 
has happened in Yemen, Mali, the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Pakistan, and the Central 
African Republic. 

Regional dynamics also matter, as evidenced 
by the Middle East and West Africa.15 Off-
the-shelf rankings of countries provide a poor 
gauge of such deep-seated dynamics. Instead, 
independently organized assessments that syn-
thesize expert analyses with on-the-ground data 
are essential for monitoring and interpreting 
contexts that are rapidly changing and some-
times easily misunderstood from afar.

More investment in country experts and 
data collection in these contexts is crucial. 
Many fragile states have few international 
experts that consistently follow their inner 
workings. They have limited statistical capac-
ity. Few international organizations regularly 
survey any aspect of their politics. The result 
is an inadequate basis for policymaking. Too 
often tired, one-size-fits-all approaches to help-
ing countries are tried despite starkly different 
contexts, demonstrating a lack of both under-
standing and creativity. 

As Robert Gates and others have argued, 
many conflicts can only be prevented or 
ended by use of “soft power.”16 It may by 
now be hackneyed to say so, but it is still true 
that the United States needs smarter soft 
power. It often depends on its robust mili-
tary to address the challenges fragile states 
pose, at least partly because other institu-
tions are inadequately prepared and funded, 
and despite the fact that they often would be 
more appropriate. Investment in diplomacy, 
diplomatic mechanisms (such as specialized 
international NGOs and local mediators), 

and international organizations such as the 
UN, the African Union, and the Economic 
Community of West African States would 
allow for more careful interventions.

Of course, these institutions have often 
come up short due to their own institutional 
deficiencies, and they need accountability. The 
UN, for instance, needs more capacity to un-
dertake political risk assessments, diplomacy, 
and peacekeeping as well as stronger mecha-
nisms to hold its representatives and employees 
responsible for their performance. Too often, 
the home of the world’s most important con-
flict-prevention mechanisms has been inef-
fective. In some cases it may be necessary to 
establish new institutions, such as in the Mid-
dle East, which lacks a regional organization 
to address its various political and economic 
problems.

Strengthening the global, regional, and 
national institutions that bear the burden of 
the fallout from risk cascades would also help. 
Resilience depends on having the systems and 
resources to flexibly adapt and respond to cri-
ses as they appear. The better humanitarian 
actors, international institutions (such as the 
World Health Organization), and government 
agencies are prepared, the more likely they can 
absorb a combination of different risks should 
many things go wrong simultaneously.

Better training and preparation of the State 
Department, allied foreign ministries, and in-
ternational organizations such that they can 
better, more flexibly, and more quickly address 
issues can only help. This requires revamping 
training programs and improving institutions 
such that our frontline national representa-
tives are best placed to assess conditions. The 
National Security Council and senior levels of 
government, in turn, need greater capacity to 
analyze, prioritize, and respond to potential 
problems before they occur.

Foreign aid plays a major if indirect role 
in maintaining stability across the world at 

15“Seizing the Moment: From Early Warning 
to Early Action,” International Crisis Group, 
June 23, 2016.

16Ann Scott Tyson, “Gates Urges Increased Fund-
ing for Diplomacy,” Washington Post, Novem-
ber 27, 2007.
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relatively low cost.17 There will always be 
humanitarian or other goals we will want to 
achieve, and aid budgets do not necessarily 
have to align with what a strategic reading of 
interests dictates. After all, aid orphans can 
create their own crises that, if left alone, may 
eventually become more significant. Many Af-
rican countries, for instance, would be much 
weaker if aid were withdrawn, as happened 
toward the end of the Cold War; the bloodi-
est period in the continent’s postcolonial his-
tory was in the 1990s. If local conditions were 
better understood and risks better prioritized, 
then a few strategically important states could 
be chosen for long-term investment, as the 
United States did in Colombia in the 2000s. 
The British, French, Germans, Japanese, and 
even Chinese will be better placed than we 
are to help certain countries. Indeed, there is 
already a clear trend in Europe toward con-
centrating aid on fewer countries per donor in 
order to improve effectiveness.18

Investment in mechanisms that reduce par-
ticular risks can also help. A string of healthcare 
centers across fragile states would offer early 
warning of potential problems much earlier 
than was the case with Ebola, enabling interna-
tional actors to respond before a local issue be-
comes a regional or international threat. Global 
efforts to combat the trade of illicit drugs and 
money laundering reduce the risk that these 
will weaken already fragile states, as well as the 
risk that fragile states will transmit their prob-
lems abroad.

Stress-testing countries or contexts with 
a number of plausible if unlikely scenarios 
may not produce accurate predictions, but 
it would expand the ability of policymakers 
to foresee possible implications of different 
situations or policy choices (for example, 
to intervene or not). Such exercises would 
help government better calibrate its actions, 
resulting in fewer all-or-nothing decisions; 
they would also better prepare it for the con-
sequences of its choices—even choices not to 
act—as well as show which issues or trends 
should be monitored to see whether concerns 
are warranted. Combined with better assess-
ments, they could lead to better-customized 
toolkits to address the unique challenges 
each country faces and be less dependent 

on one-size-fits-all solutions, which have 
repeatedly proven ineffective. A deeper un-
derstanding of the risk cascades would mean 
more hedging of risks by, for instance, stay-
ing in Libya in some form after the 2011 in-
tervention or acting earlier in Syria.

Lastly, there is a need for much more hon-
esty about U.S. limitations to effect change. 
Governmental institutions evolve slowly. Sec-
tarian conflict, oligarchic control of public 
authority, and corruption cannot disappear 
overnight. Elections can help, but they can 
also destabilize countries where social divi-
sions are stark. Full democratization takes 
generations. Sometimes it is better to seek in-
cremental progress in a narrow range of areas 
rather than upturn a system that has main-
tained stability for a long time, even if the 
system does not suit our ideological tastes. As 
we learned after the Arab Spring, enhancing 
equity, inclusiveness, and legitimacy bit by bit 
sometimes delivers better returns than trying 
to achieve it by revolution. 

17At the least, foreign aid allows rulers in fragile 
states to maintain stable patronage systems 
or buy off opponents in order to keep the 
peace, if only in the short term. A dramatic 
decline in revenue from a drop in aid would 
decimate the tenuous links that keep coun-
tries whole, as happened the last time foreign 
aid declined precipitously—in the immedi-
ate post-Cold War period. See, for instance, 
Richard Nielsen, Michael Findley, Zachary 
Davis, Tara Candland, and Daniel Nielson, 
“Foreign Aid Shocks as a Cause of Violent 
Armed Conflict,” American Journal of Politi-
cal Science (April 2011).

18For instance, the United Kingdom’s Depart-
ment for International Development (DFID) 
reduced the number of countries it serves 
from 49 to 27 in a 2011 review. In the same 
year, the Dutch government’s aid agency re-
duced the number of its recipients from 33 to 
15 and cut the number of its target sectors to 
four. See Annie Kelly, “Winners and Losers in 
the UK Aid Review,” The Guardian Poverty 
Matters Blog, March 1, 2011. Rizza Leonzon, 
“Netherlands Plans More Focused Aid Sector 
Priorities,” Devex Development Newswire, 
March 22, 2011.


