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Introduction Theoretical Modeling Discussion

Number / Duration of Civil Wars (Fearon 2004)

civil war as an international blight is due in
major part to the difficulty of ending such
conflicts.

Why are so many civil wars so difficult to
end? A natural place to look for an answer is
variation in the duration of civil wars, which
is remarkably large. According to the data
considered below, a quarter of the 128 civil
wars starting since 1945 lasted two years or
less, and a quarter of all civil wars have lasted
at least 12 years. Thirteen wars in the sample
are coded as having lasted at least 20 years.

To understand why some (and so many)
civil wars drag on, it makes sense to compare
these in a systematic fashion to civil wars that
end more quickly. This article represents a
first-cut effort at such a comparison.

Perhaps the question has a simple answer:
Civil wars last a long time when neither side

can disarm the other, causing a military stale-
mate. They are relatively quick when conditions
favor a decisive victory.

Though this answer verges on tautology,
it is a productive tautology in that it
provokes some interesting theoretical and
empirical questions. First, what exactly are
the conditions that favor a military stalemate
in a civil war, or conversely, a quick military
victory? Second, if conditions favor a decisive
victory by one side, why is a war fought at
all? Why does the disadvantaged side not
even contest the issue? Third, if conditions
favor a stalemate, then would not the parties
have a strong incentive to cut a deal
(Zartman, 1989), tending to neutralize the
effect of military conditions on the duration
of the war? So why should civil war duration
not be independent of the military and
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Figure 1. Number and Duration of Civil Wars in Progress
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Research Question(s)

1 Research Question(s)
Under what conditions do groups “spoil” peace processes?

What are the aggregate effects of spoiling on the peace
process?
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Models of Civil War

1 Case studies
2 Statistics

3 Models: Game theoretic
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My Argument

1 Settlement processes multi-staged See Diagram

2 Multiple potential spoilers See Table

3 Learning and Adaptation over time
Formal Model
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The Three Stage Settlement Process

War Informal 
Negotiation

Breakdown

Formal 
Negotiations

Begin Implementation

Implementation 
Success

Implementation 
Breakdown

Stalemate

Settlement

S1 S2 S3

Stages of the Settlement Process

Victory

Stalemate

M. Findley (UIUC) Agents & Conflict



Introduction Theoretical Modeling Discussion

Potential Spoilers in the DRC (Uppsala)

Year Side A Side B1: Side B2: Side B3

1996 Govt AFDL
Rwanda

1997 Govt AFDL
Rwanda
Angola
Uganda

1998 Govt RCD MLC
Angola Rwanda Uganda
Zimbabwe Uganda
Namibia
Chad
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Potential Spoilers in the DRC (Uppsala)

Year Side A Side B1: Side B2: Side B3

1999 Govt RCD MLC RCD-ML
Angola Rwanda Uganda Uganda
Zimbabwe
Namibia

2000 Govt RCD MLC RCD-ML
Angola Rwanda Uganda Uganda
Zimbabwe
Namibia

2001 Govt RCD MLC RCD-ML
Angola Rwanda Uganda Uganda
Zimbabwe
Namibia
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The Formal Model

1 Population of heterogeneous agents defined
1 Capability: κ
2 Resolve: δ

2 Preferences over a Peace Settlement: π

3 Battles, negotiations, and implementation Formal Model

pi =
ki

∑ kn
(1)

∆κi = −ejκj (2)
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The Formal Model (2)

1 Agents update beliefs about p in each stage

beliefs ∼ pi =
αi,t + ot

αi,t + βi,t + ot
(3)

2 Based on expected utility agents regress, remain, or
advance

E(πi) = probCoop(δi(pπ −∑ cBt)) (4)

3 Process repeats until victory or implemented settlement
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The Progression of Events

S1 S2 S3

Stages of the Settlement Process

Battle

…

…

…

Offer Settlement

…

…

… …

…

…

S

N

C C

S S

C

N
N

S = costly spoiling

C = Cooperation

N = non-costly spoiling
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A Representative Run: 6 Actors & Victory
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Some Model Implications

1 Shifts in the perceived distribution of power lead to
consequential group decisions and aggregate outcomes

1 Example: Hamas
2 Policy: Preferences vs. Capability

2 Groups that spoil early in the peace process are more
likely to be included and abide by a peace agreement

1 Example: IRA in N. Ireland
2 Policy: “Negotiation with Terrorists”
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Argument Summary

Research questions:
Under what conditions do groups spoil?
What are the outcomes of the peace process?

Peace processes staged and “path dependent”

Peace processes complex, but...
Capability / opportunity structure important

Learning and adapting central
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