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THE ANTIDOTE TO DIRTY 
MONEY DÉJÀ VU

by Julia C. Morse

Three months ago, the Pandora Papers sent a tiny shockwave into global finance. The disclo-
sure that world leaders were, once again, hiding property and evading taxes, launched a frenzy 
of activity.

Ecuador began investigating its president for tax fraud. The 
European Parliament called for audits of leader finances. 
Even the US Congress jumped on the bandwagon, introduc-
ing a new bipartisan bill, the ENABLERS Act, to crackdown 
on legal gaps that allow South Dakota and Delaware to oper-
ate as America’s own illicit money hubs.

Yet as 2022 begins, it is hard not to feel like the anti-mon-
ey laundering campaign is always too little, too late. Back in 
2016, the Panama Papers ended political careers and even 
led to a small war. Twitter was collectively outraged. The US 
Congress finally passed the Corporate Transparency Act, 
which banned anonymous shell companies. Yet five years later, it was dirty money déjà vu.

This feeling of falling short is somewhat unavoidable. Policymakers seeking to stop illicit flows 
are trying to outmaneuver highly capable, well-resourced individuals and organizations. Legal 
change in a handful of countries might disrupt low-level terrorists or small-time traffickers, but 
more powerful criminals adjust and adapt.

Yet if déjà vu encourages despondency, the same 
policy area actually contains one of the most im-
pressive cooperation success stories of the last thir-
ty years. Since the late 1980s, the United States has 
worked through a little-known international body 
called the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) to 

set global standards on keeping illicit flows out of global finance. This 39-member organization, 
with its tiny secretariat and no binding treaty, has transformed how policymakers around the 
world approach the problems of money laundering and terrorist financing.

My new book The Bankers’ Blacklist showcases the FATF’s remarkable success. Twenty years 
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ago, few countries had strong laws or regulations on illicit money. Today, nearly every country 
in the world has criminalized money laundering and terrorist financing. Banks across the globe 
are expected to know their customers and screen for suspicious transactions. Failures can lead 
to significant penalties.

What explains such a widespread impact? The FATF laid the groundwork for global policy 
change in the early part of the 2000s. It developed 
credible, technical recommendations and improved 
the objectivity of compliance monitoring. It even 
experimented briefly with explicit market coercion, 
which forced non-members to pay attention to the 
standards, although this process ultimately proved 
unsustainable amid severe diplomatic pushback. Fi-
nally, the FATF worked to enhance democratic legitimacy by giving greater voice to regional 
affiliate organizations and countries.

The FATF’s most transformative impact, however, has occurred through its non-complier list. 
Three times a year since 2010, the FATF has published a list of countries that are failing to com-
ply with its recommendations. Officially, the list has few consequences for most countries. But 
listing carries a financial subtext. Banks around the globe use the list as a focal point for identify-
ing potential illicit financing risks. A bank or firm in a listed country may experience higher costs 
and payment delays; occasionally, financial channels disappear entirely. This process, which I 
term “unofficial market enforcement,” is effective because it shifts domestic political incentives. 
Suddenly banks and firms are demanding their governments adopt new FATF-compliant laws 
and regulations in order to stem such consequences.

The FATF story offers a window into the power and peril of globalized finance. In a policy area 
where setbacks dominate news cycles, this little-known organization has drastically transformed 
international finance in both deliberate and unintended ways. Global shifts in cross-border 
banking make it more difficult for criminals and terrorists to access the formal financial system; 
they also, however, create new barriers to trade and development. By revealing the FATF’s 
wide-ranging impact, The Bankers’ Blacklist offers important lessons for policymaking in the 21st 
century.  

Today, nearly every country 
in the world has criminalized 
money laundering and terror-

ist financing.
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 Introduction 

 A man is dead. Everyone knows who did it. Just as everyone knows who added a 

few extras as they killed him: a gratuitous kick, some well-chosen words, a finger 

cut off as a prized souvenir. Many cheered as the scene unfolded; others gawked 

in amazement, while a few looked away, not wanting to see more. 

 The people responsible for the killing are the man’s neighbors, many of whom 

exchanged hellos with him each morning. Daily greetings are like ritual in small 

communities. They mark time and space, drawing boundaries between those 

who belong and those who do not. Here, as elsewhere, people live like fami-

lies do—with gestures of kindness and generosity, but also with long-standing 

resentments, jealousies, and prejudices. Most resentments and jealousies are per-

sonal while prejudice, by its nature, is impersonal. Rarely, however, had any of 

these sentiments erupted in violence, let alone in murder. 

 The day after the killing, people talk amongst themselves, some to brag, others 

to hear what they missed. Many stay quiet, shocked or cowed into silence. Time 

passes. Years, decades. The talking ends, yet details persist. They remain stuck in 

people’s minds, like flies trapped in amber. No one who was there can ever really 

forget, for memory has a life of its own. Some remember what they saw, others 

what they heard. Many try not to remember at all, because doing so may impli-

cate their families in ways they would rather not face. 

 In Bosnia, this scene occurred against the backdrop of nationalist wars that 

vivisected the country then known as Yugoslavia. In Rwanda, the context was 

genocide, a campaign of mass murder aimed at exterminating an entire category 
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of persons. In the United States, the setting was the Jim Crow South, where white 

supremacy ruled through law, custom, and violence. Taken singularly, each epi-

sode evokes a particular history and setting. Taken together, they raise similar 

questions. Why execute a man in such a drawn-out way? Why go to all the trou-

ble? Why include extralethal acts, such as mutilation and degradation? Why not 

just shoot the man and go home? And why do all this with so many neighbors 

in attendance, laughing and cheering with delight? The answers lie in how we 

view these incidents. I argue that each is an instance of “violent display.” Violent 

displays are collective efforts at staging violence for people to see, notice, and take 

in. This book investigates specific episodes across diverse contexts with the aim 

of explaining and theorizing how and why collectives of all sorts—neighbors, 

nationalists, and nobodies—express themselves by putting violence on display. 

The main contribution is to shine a light on an underappreciated dimension of 

collective violence: the critical importance of embodied action in transforming 

how people see and experience themselves and others. But for bodies moving and 

acting in particular ways, these displays would never come to be; nor would they 

have the power to draw in new audiences over time and place. 

 The Concept 
 What does it mean to put something on display? Rendering something vis-

ible is not about revealing that which is hidden, but bringing to life that which 

exists in the imaginary (Goldstein 2004; Handelman 1997; Taylor 1997, 2016). 

Display makes the imagined “real” by giving it materiality, visibility, and three-

dimensional form. In doing so, it draws attention to certain “realities” while keep-

ing others hidden or tucked away in the background. By structuring what people 

see, displays simultaneously structure what people do not see (Ferme 2001). 

 When actors put violence on display, they are bringing to life ideas about 

how the world should be and more specifically, how it should be ordered—who 

should have power and who should be included and on what basis people should 

claim belonging. Defined as a collective effort to stage violence for people to see, 

notice, and take in, violent display is both a social and aesthetic affair. The term 

 collective  points to the highly social nature of this act. When putting violence 

on display, people work together, not at cross purposes. The notion of “staging” 

means that participants share a general concern for creating a certain “look and 

feel ”  through the display process. “For people to see, notice, and take in” means 

that actors have a sense of playing to an audience or to multiple audiences at the 

same time. These audiences might include those present at the scene physically 

(spectators) as well as more distant publics throughout the world. 
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 The key element that constitutes an episode as a violent display is staging, a 

theatrical term that refers to how the director physically arranges bodies, objects, 

lights, sound, and set pieces to create a particular stage picture. Just as in theater 

where the possibilities for staging a play are nearly limitless, violent displays, too, 

can take many different forms. Staging might involve forcing bodies to enact 

crude, pornographic scenes, as American soldiers did at Abu Ghraib when they 

made prisoners create naked human pyramids (Danner 2004; Fisher 2004; Nor-

ton 2011). It can also involve precise positioning of bodies, as when ISIS video-

taped the beheadings of American hostages James Foley and Steven Sotloff and 

British aid workers David Haines and Alan Henning. To record these murders, 

ISIS members scouted the location, set up multiple cameras, adjusted the light-

ing, shot the scene from different angles, then edited the various takes before 

uploading the videos to the internet (Callimachi 2014) 

 Staging might also involve choreographed movement and forcing people to 

don costumes and props. In Nazi-occupied Belarus, for example, German soldiers 

forced six thousand Jews to enact a mock parade commemorating the Bolshevik 

Revolution. The soldiers had the prisoners wave Soviet flags, sing revolutionary 

songs, and smile for the camera as they paraded in two columns. At the end of 

the parade, the soldiers killed the captives en masse (Snyder 2010, 225–26). Per-

petrators, too, might don costumes and props and put themselves in the scene. 

One of the most infamous photos from Abu Ghraib shows Lynndie England 

gesturing with her hands toward a line of naked prisoners forced to masturbate 

in front of her. A cigarette dangles from her mouth, adding to the mocking tone 

of her stance. 

 Another form of staging is showcasing souvenirs taken from a violent encoun-

ter (which may or may not have been a violent display) (Bourke 1999; Sledge 

1981; Wood 2009). These “mementoes” might include body parts, such as the 

skull of a dead Vietnamese that General George S. Patton III, son of the famed 

World War II general, kept on his desk during the Vietnam War (Turse 2013, 

264); or photographs of the violence, such as the thousands of pictures that sol-

diers at Abu Ghraib snapped of the prisoners at their most degraded. Actors 

might also showcase entire dead bodies. During the Dirty War in Argentina, one 

of the favorite practices of the junta was to “disappear” alleged “subversives” by 

snatching them off city streets in broad daylight. After torturing and executing 

their victims in undisclosed locations, the junta would “reappear” their dead 

bodies by leaving them in places where people would be sure to see them, such as 

“on sidewalks” or “in trash cans” (Taylor 1997, 98). 

 Despite varying in all manner of ways, violent displays share a common 

logic—one that is focused on aesthetics. When actors put violence on display, 

they are creating a certain “look and feel” that engages the body and all its 
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senses: sight, sound, taste, touch, and smell. From American soldiers at Abu 

Ghraib to ISIS in Syria, Nazis in Belarus, and the junta in Argentina, actors do 

what they do in the way they do to create an immediate, bodily experience for all 

who participate as well as those who look on from afar or after the fact. 

 The Puzzle 
 The puzzle of violent displays is why they occur at all, given the risks and 

costs. One of the biggest risks is undermining larger political goals or interests. 

The sexual tortures that American soldiers inflicted on Iraqi prisoners at Abu 

Ghraib, for example, were not simply detrimental to the reputation of the US 

military; they also harmed US-Iraqi relations at the very moment when the 

Bush administration was trying to rebuild the country after toppling Saddam 

Hussein (Hersh 2004). 

 Violent displays might be counterproductive in other ways as well. They may 

draw the wrong kind of attention to the region or town where the displays took 

place. Lynchings in the United States, for example, tended to provoke virulent 

criticism and condemnation of the communities where they occurred (Carr 

2006; Phillips 2016; Smead 1986; Tyson 2017). This negative attention had far-

ranging economic and social ramifications. As Arthur Raper (1933, 41–42) 

concluded in his study of all mob executions that occurred in the United States 

in 1930: “The lynchings focused attention on these communities, not as places 

where labor conditions are settled and life and property are safe, but rather as 

places where human relations are unstable and life and property are subject to 

the whims of a mob. Every lynching gives unfavorable publicity not onto the 

immediate community involved, but to the whole section.” More recent studies 

support Raper’s claim. Cynthia Carr (2006) argues that the double lynching of 

Tommy Shipp and Abe Smith in her hometown of Marion, Indiana, on August 7, 

1930, is the principal reason why Marion never developed economically over 

the ensuing decades. Patrick Phillips (2016) tells a similar story about Forsyth 

County, Georgia. He argues that a 1912 campaign of relentless antiblack terror 

stymied local efforts at developing the county economically and transforming 

the county seat into a regional hub. 

 Putting violence on display is also costly at the organizational, institutional, or 

group level. It takes time, energy, and resources to pose dead bodies, stage a mock 

parade, or cut off body parts as souvenirs. Resources are always in limited supply, 

particularly during wartime when engaging in violent display means diverting 

energy and attention from other tasks and priorities. Such “diversions” can be 
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counterproductive to campaigns that put a premium on speed or efficiency, such 

as mass killing or ethnic cleansing. 

 Putting violence on display is also costly on an individual level. Participat-

ing can exact an emotional and psychological toll that can last a lifetime (Fair 

2016; Stone 2004, 57; Vietnam Veterans Against the War 1972). Numerous mem-

oirs and testimonies from former soldiers who served in Vietnam and Iraq, for 

example, attest to the psychological, emotional, and physical costs of committing 

atrocities, many of which fit my definition of violent display. Varnado Simpson, 

for example, was a soldier in Charlie Company, the unit that committed all man-

ner of atrocity against unarmed civilians at the villages Americans called My 

Lai. Before taking his own life at the age of forty-eight, Simpson lived as a total 

recluse, having literally locked himself inside his home, taking numerous medi-

cations as a result of his wartime activities (Sim 1989). 

 Putting violence on display also entails individual risks. Participants can face 

censure, demotion, reprimand, prosecution, and even prison time. One of the 

first to stand trial at the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugosla-

via (ICTY), for example, was Duško Tadić, accused of committing atrocities at 

the Omarska prison camp. Similarly, the American soldiers responsible for com-

mitting sexual tortures at Abu Ghraib also learned firsthand the risks of putting 

violence on display. The US Army eventually tried and sentenced eleven of the 

soldiers and reprimanded, demoted, and dishonorably discharged others. Several 

officers also received reprimands and demotions (though only one was tried but 

was later acquitted of all charges) (CNN Library 2016). 

 Given these risks and costs, the puzzle of violent display is why they occur 

at all, especially when the option to engage in less “show-y” forms of violence 

remains. In fact, in many situations, un-displayed violence may be just as or more 

effective at helping actors to achieve their goals than violence put on display. 

 The Argument and Theory 
 I argue that despite these risks and costs, actors put violence on display because 

such displays can do “things” that undisplayed violence cannot. By putting 

violence on display, actors are telling others who they are. In this way, violent 

displays reinscribe what it means to belong to a specific category, group, or 

“side” and make going along with the violence the basis for belonging. They 

also enable actors to bring to life a new political order and to broadcast power, 

authority, sovereignty, and other political claims  in the most graphic terms pos-

sible  (Richards 1996). 
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 This argument draws from an eclectic literature on violence, performance, 

and race and ethnicity. Its singular contribution is to expand the analytic lens to 

view violence as a  process  of group making rather than a product of groups; to 

examine how all those on the scene make a moment special, rather than focus 

solely on those committing physical violence; to take seriously the effects beyond 

actors’ intentions, such as inscribing meaning and transforming how actors see 

and experience themselves. 

 In this effort, the book draws insights from scholarship that points to the 

strategic value of putting violence on display. Actors in a civil or interstate war 

might use violent displays to issue warnings or to punish defectors to a rival side 

(Grossman 1995; Kalyvas 1999, 2006). Armed groups might also use violent dis-

plays to give the impression of greater military strength than actually exists, as the 

RUF rebel group did when it began cutting off the arms and hands of villagers 

during the war in Sierra Leone (Coll 2000; Richards 1996).  1   Putting violence on 

display might also enable actors to demonstrate their compliance, devotion or 

enthusiasm to those in power (Hinton 2002; McCord 2001; Su 2011); and/or to 

induct new recruits into the norms and expectations of their group or organiza-

tion (Checkel 2017; Cohen 2016; Rodgers 2017; Theidon 2007). 

 In addition to its strategic value, violent display might also be important for 

its expressive capacity. Actors might put violence on display to “talk back” to 

those in power, for example. During the Vietnam war, when the men of Charlie 

Company tortured, burned, and raped their way through My Lai with abandon, 

they were sending a powerful rebuke to the military command and its obses-

sion with body counts as the only measure of success in the war (Fujii 2013). 

At the same time, the men were also talking back to the elusive Vietnamese 

enemy, which fought the war not through open battles but hidden booby traps, 

minefields, and ambushes (Greiner 2009). 

 Scholars have also offered possible answers to the related question of why 

actors would participate in a violent display, especially one that features “overkill” 

or more force than is necessary in a given moment. For Randall Collins (2006, 

2008), the answer lies in a specific situational dynamic that he calls “forward 

panic.” Forward panic occurs when pent-up tension and fear in a conflict situa-

tion (such as war) can finally be released. In these moments of release, soldiers do 

not retreat quietly but instead surge forward in an “emotional rush,” which gen-

erally involves a frenzy of aggression and using more force than is necessary. Col-

lins uses forward panic to explain such incidents as the US attack on Hamburger 

Hill during the Vietnam war (Caputo 1977) and the Rape of Nanking during 

World War II. Stefan Klusemann (2010) builds on Collins’s theory to explain 

Ratko Mladić’s order to have all the male refugees at Potočari (near Srebrenica) 

killed after the UN peacekeepers surrendered to him. 





PROTEST CONTROL OVER-
SHADOWS POLICING IN CHINA

by Suzanne E. Scoggins

Recently, police in China have made headlines for well-coordinated crackdowns in Xinjiang 
Province and Hong Kong, lending credence to claims that the nation boasts a powerful police 
state. But this ability to put down protests belies a more com-
plicated reality for policing in China on the ground.

China’s intense focus on protest and dissident control—of-
ten referred to as “stability maintenance”—has achieved the 
desired result of tamping down dissent, but it also siphons 
resources away from other areas of policing. In many Chi-
nese cities, police departments are struggling to handle 
non-protest-related crimes because of resource constraints 
and enforcement and oversight problems. These challenges 
compromise security on the ground by making it hard for 
officers to perform basic responsibilities such as responding 
to calls and solving cases. They also further strain relations 
with the Chinese public.

In my new book, Policing China: Street-Level Cops in the Shadow of Protest, I detail how stability 
maintenance comes at the expense of other areas of policing. In 112 interviews with fifty-six 
officers up and down the police hierarchy, officers reported that the local state has difficulty 

responding to most types of crime. From dealing 
with thefts to handling drug crimes, frontline police 
say they struggle under heavy workloads and lack 
the proper guidance and training to solve cases. Yet 
the same local cops who complain about problems 
with everyday crime report being able to manage 
protest and dissent.

The police in China were not always laser-focused 
on stability maintenance. Older officers recall that protests in the 1980s were handled haphaz-
ardly at the local level. But the 1989 Tiananmen Square incident changed everything.

Protests and other acts of dissent now face a highly coordinated state response. Local cops are 
often the first responders and many have detailed training for a variety of situations. If a protest 
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escalates, police leaders call in the People’s Armed Police, a specially trained force that travels in 
squads of up to 500 officers. When combined with internet censorship and high-tech tracking 
capabilities, the result is a highly effective, protest-crushing machine.

But advances and coordination for stability maintenance have not been mirrored elsewhere. 
“Everyday policing” such as responding to traffic 
accidents, burglaries, petty thefts, rapes, murders, 
and other violent offenses have largely been left 
to the local level. Because China has a relatively 
low per capita force and limited funding, dealing 
effectively with these crimes is difficult. Officers 
labor under heavy caseloads, low pay, and administrative drudgery, reporting they are often 
unable to solve cases or keep up with the workload.

One local officer explained the situation, “We are not helping people… We are just filling out re-
ports.” Another officer said that heavy caseloads left his station unable to fulfill its mission: “Our 
goal is to serve the people, but there are many problems we can’t solve.” Yet another reported, 
“We aren’t solving cases. This is why Chinese people don’t like the police.” Such assessments 
were common across interviewees.

The issues that arise for everyday policing are not just stories of low officer morale or disap-
pointed residents with unresolved cases. Problems on the frontlines also raise larger questions 
about the resilience of the Chinese state and its ability to maintain legitimacy in the eyes of the 
public.

Paradoxically, struggles with everyday policing may also be undercutting stability maintenance. 
A rare 2012 report from the state-owned Legal Daily revealed that 22.2 percent of protests 
and riots over an unspecified period were caused by police-society conflict. The authors cited 
“improper behavior, perceived injustice, and bad attitudes of officers” as the primary drivers of 
these conflicts.

It is possible that technology may ease some of the frontline issues by helping officers solve cas-
es more efficiently. But this requires proper training and manpower, which one ministry official 
recently acknowledged most stations lack. Misuse of the technology could also damage public 
trust. In the meantime, frontline police must continue to make do as best they can on issues of 
everyday crimes, given operating constraints, a lack of support, and a contentious relationship 
with the public.

The police in China were not 
always laser focused on stability 

maintenance.



providing development finance was advanced 
in 1920 – almost a quarter century before the 
creation of the World Bank – by Sun Yat-sen, 
the most important Chinese neomercantilist 
thinker at the time. Even more striking is the 
fact that List himself made what he called “a 
somewhat daring suggestion” for a “world 
trade congress” as far back as 1837.

also because their distinctive ideas left legacies 
that endure into the contemporary age, includ-
ing in key emerging powers such as China.

3. What’s your favorite anecdote from your 
research for this book?

In the contemporary world, neomercantilists 
are often skeptical of multilateral economic 
institutions. My book shows, however, that 
some of the earliest proposals for creating 
such institutions came from neomercantil-
ists themselves. For example, one of the ear-
liest proposals for a multilateral institution 

centuries. 

2. How will your book make a difference in 
your field of study? In what way is your argu-
ment controversial or one that will shake up 
preconceived ideas? 

When textbooks in political economy refer to 
the intellectual history of neomercantilism, 
they usually focus on the ideas of the nine-
teenth century German thinker Friedrich 
List. I show how the history of neomercantilist 
thought needs to be told in a much wider way 
to recognize the key contributions of many 
other thinkers, including pioneers of this ide-
ology from East Asia and other non-Western 
regions. These thinkers need to be recognized 
not just for their historical contributions but 

“I felt that scholars needed a better understanding of the 
intellectual origins of this ideology in the late eighteenth, 

nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
CHIEN-WEN KUNG
author of Diasporic Cold Warriors

1. What inspired you to write this book?

I was driven to write this book by a frustration 
with the absence of any book that analyzed the 
history of neomercantilist critics of free trade 
at a time when the ideology of neomercantil-
ism was coming back into fashion in a very 
prominent way around the world. To under-
stand the growing prominence of neomer-
cantilist critiques of free trade policies today, 
I felt that scholars (and the broader general 
public) needed a better understanding of the 
intellectual origins of this ideology in the late 
eighteenth, nineteenth and early twentieth 
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Welcome to 1869, The Cornell University Press podcast. I’m Jonathan 
Hall. This episode we speak with David Wight, author of Oil Money: Mid-
dle East Petrodollars in the Transformation of US Empire 1967-1988. Da-
vid Wight is Visiting Assistant Professor of History at the University of 
North Carolina at Greensboro. We spoke to David about how the sheer 
number of Arab and Iranian petrodollars in the 1970s and 80s inspired 
the interest and even the awe of many Americans; what new and inter-
esting information he uncovered from declassified governmental records 
and popular Arab and Iranian media; and the radical proposal that then 
White House Chief of Staff Donald Rumsfeld made in 1974 for a tru-
ly unique collaboration between the United States and the oil exporting 
countries of the Middle East. Hello, David, welcome to the podcast.

Thank you for having me. 

We want to give you a hearty congratulations on your new book, Oil Mon-
ey: Middle East Petrodollars in the Transformation of US Empire 1967-1988. 
I was thinking of your book actually, just a couple months ago, because 
I saw that Donald Rumsfeld had just passed away back in June. And he 
actually is featured in the beginning of your book. Tell us the story that’s 
featured in the beginning of your book.

Sure, yeah. I mean, many of the people in this book are at least some 
of them are still alive or recently passed like Donald Rumsfeld. And I 
should just foreground that petrodollars dollars. What I mean by or what 
is meant by petrodollars, is the wealth that is generated the revenues 
that is generated from the sale of oil. So the book is looking at what do 
countries like Saudi Arabia or Iran or Iraq? Do when they start getting 
a lot more money in the 1970s? When the price of oil skyrockets? And 
how does the United States respond to that, and Donald Rumsfeld in 
1974, was Chief of Staff for President Gerald Ford. And he proposed to 
the National Security Council, his idea of how the United States could 
try to steer the flow of these petrodollars in the Arab world in a way that 
would be beneficial to the United States. And what he came up with 
was to propose or offer to the Arab countries, the opportunity to spend 
tens of billions of their Petro dollars on a joint us Arab space program to 
develop a space shuttle that would be jointly manned by American and 
Arab astronauts. And you have to remember that this is in the 1970s. A 
billion dollars was a lot of money back then. But Rumsfeld in the memo 
where he proposes this to the NSC, he’s like, well, they’re just trying to 
find some use for this money, they have so much money coming in, that 
they’re just looking for ways to spend it. And Rumsfeld was convinced 
that this joint project would not just get money back into the United 
States, but that it would have all these sort of beneficial side effects in US 
Arab relations, that this would steer Arab energies in ways that would 
get them closer to the United States rather than being opponents of the 
United States. Through this cooperation in launching a space program, 
you would get person to person ties, governments would be able to sort 
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of champion the idea of national pride by going into space rather than 
confronting Israel. He thought that it would modernize Arab societies. 
And he assumed and he states this in the document, he argued that it 
would be much harder to make reactionaries of a educated technician 
than it would be of a, as he put it a quote unquote, camel herder. And so 
he had all these assumptions of how modernization by using the money 
it would bring a lot of money back into the US economy and to the US 
government, but it would also make the Arab world a better, more stable 
partner for the United States. Now, this project never got taken up by 
anyone. As far as I can tell, Rumsfeld was the only one who was excited 
about this idea. But in many ways, it is in keeping with the spirit of many 
Americans, both in government and in business of what they wanted to 
see the Arab world as well as Iran do with their Petro dollars. They want-
ed to find joint projects that would bring these petrodollars back into the 
American economy, and have the Arab world in Iran use that money for 
projects that the United States or Americans assumed would be benefi-
cial for American political and economic interests.

Fascinating. It’s an amazing story and illustrates so well, the the central 
premise of your book, and you were mentioning petrodollars - I’m look-
ing at in your book here, you’re saying that the projected Arab balance of 
payment surplus, just in 1974, alone, was $50 billion, nearly nearly $200 
million a day was going over to the Middle East or North African coun-
tries. So seriously a lot of money that that was very dazzling to the west. 
So tell us in more depth, how did petrodollars transform Middle East us 
relations during this time?

Yeah. So what I argue in the book is that petrodollars, the rise in wealth 
in the Arab world in Iran, basically causes a transformation or shift in 
how us power operates in the Middle East, and the role of the Middle East 
and us Empire globally. And what I mean by that is before the 1970s, say, 
the the 1950s 1960s, the primary purpose of the Middle East, as far as 
the United States was concerned, was providing cheap oil for the global 
capitalist economic system. And in 1973 1974, oil prices quadruple. And 
the Middle East is no longer serving that purpose, all of a sudden, they 
are providing oil, but it’s very expensive oil. And so instead, you see the 
shift where the Middle East is now you key allies in the of the United 
States in the Middle East, particularly Saudi Arabia and Iran under the 
Shah. before the revolution. Those two countries become key to the Unit-
ed States, not by providing cheap oil, but by using their petrodollars in 
ways that both the United States and their middle east allies think will be 
beneficial to each other. So for example, Saudi Arabia becomes a major 
lender to the US government, a major investor and depositor to Western 
financial institutions, US banks, and in 1974, the Arab countries are the 
single largest source of new international bank deposits. So they’re crit-
ical for keeping global liquidity for keeping global capitalism running. 
This is something that the Middle East had not served before. But now 
all of a sudden, they’re key to the international financial system, not just 
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international oil supply. And so there’s a lot of examples where the use 
of these petrodollars becomes key to different us businesses or to the US 
government. And they’re often these very grand, you know, the largest of 
the largest. So you have the world’s biggest engineering project get un-
derway building a giant industrial city in Saudi Arabia in Jubail. You have 
just one record after another broken by first Iran, and then Saudi Ara-
bia for arms purchases for some of the most advanced weapons that the 
United States has just developed things like a wax spy planes. And you 
also have the Saudis using their petrodollars to fund the largest ever CIA 
operation, which was arming the Mujahideen in Afghanistan against the 
Soviets in the 1980s. The Saudi government matched dollar for dollar 
whatever the United States government would give to the Mujahideen. 
And they gave even more in sort of private donations from Saudi Royals 
and wealthy citizens. And so in a variety of different ways for both global 
capitalism for fighting the Soviet Union and its allies in the Cold War. 
Middle East allies with lots of petrodollars become a key source of financ-
ing for these us projects.

Interesting, interesting. Tell us how you got interested in this topic and 
what type of research you did.

Sure, so initially, I knew I wanted to look at the period of the 1970s and us 
Middle East relations, but I wasn’t entirely sure where to go beyond that. 
I was interested in the 1970s both because there were so many Clearly 
so many important changes going on in the relationships between the 
United States and the Middle East. And there was also a lot of archives 
opening up so new records to look at. But I wasn’t sure where to go there, 
I wasn’t entirely sure how to explain many of the shifts or changes that 
were happening. And as I started to do more research, one of the things 
that I noticed was there seem to be a lack of study on on how economic 
changes were impacting the US Middle East relationship, not to say that 
there hadn’t been any work, but that much of the more recent scholar-
ship was focused on diplomacy of a traditional nature. And I was curious 
to see more about how economic factors, how groups that sometimes 
get left out is the story like the US Treasury Department, what was their 
role in many of these shifts. And as I started digging into the archives, 
what I found is that it wasn’t just the Treasury Department, if you look 
at the State Department, if you look at the NSC in the United States, 
or if you’re looking at the IMF, the World Bank, or if you’re looking at 
the government’s in the Middle East, everyone was very concerned about 
how these petrodollars were going to get used. You could see it in the 
public media at the time as well, both in the Arab and Iranian presses 
and the American presses. In films and television series, this was a major 
not just economic phenomenon, or events, the rise of petrodollars to the 
Middle East. But it was also really important in geopolitics, and it was 
very important in popular culture in both the West and in the Middle 
East, of how each other’s each society was understanding each other are 
coming to think of each other, as you have this emerging globalization 
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that is making these two regions far more interdependent, far more in 
contact. And so I became very interested in exploring this on both the 
economic, geopolitical and cultural level. And one of the things that I 
particularly liked about this topic as well is that it lent itself to looking at 
Arab and Iranian media sources. So that meant, you know, many of the 
archives, official archives, governmental archives for the Middle East are 
not open to scholars, but the public media, the newspapers, the speeches, 
the film’s those things are available. And so in that way I could incorpo-
rate Arab and Iranian perspectives and voices into this history.

That’s great. Yeah, yeah. I saw that your research tapped into these new 
sources, popular Arab Iranian and US media, but also declassified gov-
ernmental records, what were some of the highlights of your research 
and with these new sources?

Well, probably the most exciting document official record that I found 
was when I stumbled upon the Rumsfeld memo, proposing the Arab 
space program, I had a very, very large smile on my face at the Ford Pres-
idential Library when I came across that one. But another set of records 
that I was really excited to find actually turned out to be political cartoons 
in the various Arab presses. And some of the ones from Saudi Arabia or 
from Saudi newspapers, were particularly fascinating to me, and kind of 
captured both the sense of excitement, but also anxiety that much of the 
Arab world felt about their newfound wealth. And to give you an exam-
ple of each and both of these come from late 1978, early 1979. So right 
about the time that the Iranian Revolution is occurring, and oil prices 
are going even higher. So the Saudis are just getting even more money 
than even just a few years earlier for after the first shock and 7374 and 
7879. Prices are even doubling or more over that. So just unprecedented 
amounts of money for the Saudis. And in one Saudi newspaper. There is 
a cartoon where there’s two Saudis in men in very traditional dress and 
they’re looking at another man who is dressed in like very stereotypical 
disco garb, and he’s standing next to a Rolls Royce. And the two Saudis 
who are traditionally dressed one is saying to the other, truly believe me, 
that guy, the guy in the disco outfit, he is the Saudi citizen. He is he’s a 
management specialist of major national companies. And that kind of 
spoke to this idea of like, are the Saudis or the Saudi people, and especial-
ly the younger generation, are they being changed by all these Western 
influences, and is there’s kind of a hint of fear of maybe they’re being 
corrupted or maybe they’re becoming something we don’t recognize that 
they’re, they’re not really Saudi, or we don’t recognize them as Saudi any-
more. And so that kind of spoke to the the cultural anxiety, which I think 
is notable in the context of the Iranian Revolution, where many people 
in Iran at that moment, are very angry about the sense that petrodollars 
are being used to kind of CO OPT or buy out their culture or take away 
the national sovereignty. But then there’s another cartoon just a couple 
months later in a different Saudi paper that depicts two families, and 
one is the Saudi family, and one is a British family, and the Saudi family. 
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There’s a husband, a wife, who is pregnant, and the wife is holding a 
baby. And then they have like seven more kids behind them. So they have 
a very large family. And then the British family is looking very dour and 
this just kind of the sad looking husband and wife and a sad little kid, 
they only have one kid. And the Saudi husband says to his wife, rather 
cheekily, and I’m quoting here, he says they have an energy problem. 
So they’re making this reproductive pun that, you know, the West, they 
have an energy problem, they don’t have energy, they don’t have oil, their 
economy is stagnating. And so they’re not producing anymore. So they 
just have one little kid. Whereas the Saudis, you know, they have all this 
energy, they have the oil, they have the money. And so they’re growing. 
They’re growing their family, they’re growing their country. And that 
kind of shows the the sort of pride and sense of optimism for many Sau-
dis, that they’re getting all this unprecedented wealth, they can use this 
to maybe even, you know, surpass the West. So there’s this interesting di-
chotomy there of both fear and hope from petrodollars, what I titled one 
chapter, visions of petrodollar promise and peril. And you see this also 
in the United States, both big hopes that Petro dollars can be used to do 
great things for both the United States and the Arab world. But also many 
Americans and other Westerners voicing great fear that maybe the Arabs 
or Iranians will use this money to harm American interests or values. So 
it’s interesting that both sides kind of mirror this dichotomy.

Wow, thanks for sharing those stories. Yeah, this is a history that I love 
of just seeing different cultural perspectives on the same type of issue. 
So seeing what the Americans reaction, as well as the Saudi and Irani-
ans reaction, and how different they are. And also, as you were saying, 
how they mirror one another, but particularly, you know, fear of change, 
I can’t even imagine the amount that again, the amount of money that 
we’re talking about here in just a very, very short period of time, and how 
that can create serious conflicts within a society that’s not used to such 
radical change in your this history of yours is, is, you know, on the cutting 
edge of when this when petrodollar has suddenly become, you know, a 
really big thing. And it goes up to just about the beginning of the end of 
the Cold War. What are some of the historical ramifications of this time 
period that you see in the news today, when you’re looking at headlines 
or looking at the region?

That’s a great question. And I think there’s two ways I look at it. One is 
the legacies of this period in the 70s and 80s, that we can see carrying 
forward or impacting to the present. And I kind of outline in the conclu-
sion how many of the issues that the world faces, the both the United 
States in the Middle East and the larger world faces after 1988. Many of 
them stem from these new structures that get created in a period of high 
petrodollar wealth because oil revenues dropped significantly in the late 
80s. And so the petrodollar is kind of dry up in many ways, but many 
of the structures carry forward and those range from the Mujahideen 
And individuals like some of Bin Ladin, who, in many ways, got their 
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training and experience in Afghanistan because of petrodollars. They’re 
still around, and they, Osama Bin Ladin talks quite a bit in his speeches 
about how he’s angry about how the Saudis are using their wealth in ways 
that are, in his view, corrupting Arab culture, that they have banks that 
use interest that he believes, you know, this is against Islamic law. And 
so many of the sort of unexpected or inadvertent outcomes of the use of 
petrodollars, this was not something that the the Saudi government or 
the US government wanted or anticipated, but it helped to contribute to 
the anger of individuals, like Osama Bin Ladin. And is one of the thing 
that spurs Islam of his Islamist opposition to the United States, in in the 
Middle East, and sometimes in very violent forms. But it also is some-
thing that and we see that also, particularly in the Iranian Revolution, as 
well. And so the poor relationship between the United States and Iran, 
since 1979, is in many ways rooted in petrodollar legacies, but also, al-
liances, particularly between, say the Saudi government and the United 
States have persisted in large degree because of the petrodollar ties that 
were forged in the 1970s 1980s. There were a lot of different issues that 
brought the United States and Saudi Arabia into conflict, whether it was 
the Arab Israeli conflict, whether it was oil prices, there were a lot of 
things where they disagreed fiercely and potentially you could have had 
the Saudi us Alliance rupture during this period, I argue, but petrodollar 
projects was one of the ways that help keep that Alliance together and 
going through the 70s and 80s, up to the present. So in many ways, we 
see the legacies of this period carrying forward to the present. But we can 
also see many analogies between things that are happening in the pres-
ent, and the period of the 70s. And so, in recent years, we’ve had ups and 
downs in oil prices, but some of them are big ups, big rises in oil prices, 
where you have a lot more petrodollars, once again, going to countries 
like Saudi Arabia, and the Saudis once again, purchasing some of the 
largest amounts of arms in history from the United States. So you can 
see a lot of analogies between what was happening in recent years and 
the slightly more distant past of the 1970s and 1980s.

Excellent, excellent. That all makes sense. Well, thank you so much for 
sharing. You know, again, this is the tip of the iceberg for what’s in your 
book, but you’ve shared some very fascinating stories and fascinating 
history of this time period. So again, the book we’re discussing David 
Wight’s new book,Oil Money: Middle East Petrodollars in the Transforma-
tion of US Empire 1967-1988. Thank you so much, David, for joining us 
and discussing your new book. 
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the memo, an alliance with the Soviet Union 
would result in Britain being “faced with the 
absurd situation . . . of relying on an ally whose 
victory might well cost us more dearly than 
our own defeat.”

2. What’s your favorite anecdote from your 
research for this book?

My favorite anecdote from the book involves 
a November 1937 secret memorandum on de-
fense expenditures written by the Director of 
Plans for the British Admiralty.  It shows how 
high the ideological barriers to alliances with 
ideological enemies (in this case the Soviet 
Union) can be, even when facing a grave threat 
like Nazi Germany.  The memo incredibly in-
dicated that it might be better for Britain to 
lose a war without Soviet help than win one 
while allied with the Soviets.  According to 

coalition with communist Soviet Union before 
World War II. Neither realist nor existing 
ideological theories can explain this variation. 
Realists predict that ideological enemies will 
form alliances when sufficiently threatened. 
Scholars who emphasize ideology predict the 
opposite: cross-ideological alliances should 
rarely form because states will be unable to 
surmount ideological hostility. I wanted to 
identify the conditions when either realist or 
ideological variables will dominate, thus ex-
plaining variation we observe in the real world.

“The memo incredibly indicated that it might be 
better for Britain to lose a war without Soviet help 

than win one while allied with the Soviets.”

Two QuesTions wiTh
MARK HAAS
author of Frenemies

1. What inspired you to write this book?

The inspiration for the book was the observa-
tion that sometimes ideological enemies ally 
in order to counter shared threats and some-
times they do not. The most obvious example 
of this variation was British and French lead-
ers’ opposing alliance policies toward Russia/
Soviet Union in reaction to the threat posed by 
Germany before the World Wars. British and 
French leaders were willing to set aside their 
ideological hostility to czarist Russia and ally 
with it to balance Germany before World War 
I, but were unwilling to form an analogous 



SCAN ME

Don’t forget. You can view our entire
International studies subject catalog by scanning the

QR code below with your smartphone camera
or clicking on it.



THE
EXCERPT



1

Introduction

Once upon a time, a large, modern army from a rich and power ful nation 
invaded Af ghan i stan, bent on overthrowing its recalcitrant leader and bring-
ing a more accommodating ruler to power.  After a brief and unequal fight, 
the targeted leader and his entourage fled the capital and escaped into exile. 
The commander of the victorious army soon installed a new leader friendly 
to his country’s interests in Kabul and began contemplating a quick exit. But 
 there was to be no happy ending to this fairy tale. The new ruler was not 
popu lar with his  people, who resented the fact that he came to power— and 
remained in power—at the point of foreign bayonets and implemented poli-
cies that favored foreign interests. Soon outbreaks of rebellion spread across 
the country and the leader and his foreign backers  were confronted with 
full- scale revolt.  After years of failing to bring the insurgency  under control, 
and suffering some embarrassing military defeats, po liti cal leaders in the 
foreign capital de cided that they could not afford to fund an open- ended 
military commitment in a rugged country far away.  After exacting a mea-
sure of revenge for previous defeats, the troops packed their equipment and 
withdrew, leaving the leader they had empowered to fend for himself against 
his domestic foes. He did not survive long. Shortly  after the departure of his 
foreign patrons he was assassinated. A few months  later he was replaced by 
the very same man who had been overthrown in the first place.

To con temporary readers, this story may sound eerily similar to the US 
experience following its invasion of Af ghan i stan in October 2001. That ad-
venture began by ousting the theocratic Taliban regime, which refused to 
hand over Osama bin Laden and his crew of Al Qaeda militants who  were 
responsible for the September 11 terrorist attacks in the United States. The 
toppling of the Taliban, however, was the sixth time an Afghan regime had 
been overthrown by foreign forces since 1839, putting Af ghan i stan second 
only to Honduras (eight cases) as the most frequent target of externally en-
gineered changes of government over the last two hundred years.

Although the US intervention in Af ghan i stan at the time of writing ap-
pears to be winding down, the story above is based on the first foray by the 
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British into Af ghan i stan, from 1839 to 1842, when they overthrew Afghan 
Emir Dost Mohammad and replaced him with their own candidate, Shah 
Shuja ul- Mulk. In that campaign, according to one account, “fearing the 
growth of Rus sian influence over Dost Muhammad . . .  the British attempted 
to replace him with a former emir more sympathetic to their desire to protect 
the northern approaches to India.”1 Aside from its outcome, this case shares 
many other features with recent regime changes, such as the US invasions of 
Af ghan i stan and Iraq. Like the US- led attack on Iraq in 2003, for example, 
this one had its threat inflators, such as Sir George de Lacy Evans, who de-
scribed in his 1829 tract On the Practicability of an Invasion of British India how 
a Rus sian force of 60,000 men could somehow cross the Hindu Kush moun-
tains, seize Herat, traverse the Khyber Pass, and threaten British India.2 The 
British invasion of Af ghan i stan, also like the US- led attack on Iraq, was pre-
ceded by predictions of a quick and easy victory followed by an early with-
drawal. In the Simla Manifesto announcing the British invasion, for instance, 
Lord Auckland, governor- general of India, foreshadowed Vice- President 
Dick Cheney’s prediction that Iraqis would welcome US troops as liberators: 
“The Governor- General confidently hopes that the Shah  will be speedily re-
placed on his throne by his own subjects and adherents; and once he  shall be 
secured in power, and the in de pen dence and integrity of Af ghan i stan estab-
lished, the British Army  will be withdrawn.”3 And like the US- led invasion 
of Af ghan i stan, the British operation was plagued by policymakers’ over-
confidence and quick distraction by another war. As the historian William 
Dalrymple writes, “rather than concentrating on consolidating Shah Shuja’s 
fragile rule in Af ghan i stan, and providing the resources needed to make the 
occupation  viable and secure, Lord Auckland— like more recent invaders— 
instead took the premature view that the conquest was already complete and 
so allowed himself to be distracted by launching another war of aggression 
in a dif fer ent theatre”— the Opium War in China.4

The practice of intervening in another country to remove its government 
and bring alternative leaders to power has come to be known as foreign- 
imposed regime change (FIRC).5 The history of regime change is replete with 
stories like Af ghan i stan’s. The British, for example, having seemingly learned 
nothing from their first Afghan debacle, invaded again in 1878 for the same 
reason (supposed Rus sian encroachment on Kabul), for the same purpose (to 
install a leader who would protect British interests), and with the same out-
come (massive revolt  after initial victory).6 Similar fates befell regime- change 
efforts by France in Mexico in the 1860s; Guatemala in El Salvador and Hon-
duras in the 1860s and 1870s; Brazil and Argentina in Paraguay in the 1870s; 
Chile in Peru in the 1880s; the United States in Haiti, the Dominican Republic, 
and Nicaragua in the 1910s and 1920s; Germany and Italy in the Balkans in 
the 1940s; the United States in South Vietnam in the 1960s; the Soviets in Af-
ghan i stan, Vietnam in Cambodia, and Tanzania in Uganda in the late 1970s 
and 1980s; Rwanda and Uganda in the Demo cratic Republic of Congo in the 
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1990s; and the United States in Af ghan i stan and Iraq in the early 2000s. In 
each of  these cases, outside powers displaced one leader and empowered an-
other (sometimes more than one) only for that leader to be overthrown by 
domestic opponents or for a civil war to break out. In some cases, the inter-
vener’s forces—if they remained in occupation of the target state— were 
drawn into combat with rebellious factions. In other cases, a further interven-
tion or change of leader was required to try to stabilize the situation. And in 
still  others, the intervener and target ended up in a militarized interstate dis-
pute or a war. Why does regime change so frequently result in conflict— either 
inside the target state or between the intervener and the target?

Although the history of regime change is not solely of unmitigated disas-
ter, successes are few and far between. In a few cases, externally imposed 
regimes survive and even thrive. The examples of Japan and West Ger-
many  after World War II are the shining success stories, but Panama made 
a successful and peaceful transition to democracy  after the ouster of Man-
uel Noriega, as did tiny Grenada  after the US invasion of 1983. The coun-
tries of Eastern and Central Eu rope during the Cold War achieved basic po-
liti cal and economic stability if not democracy and affluence  after Soviet 
regime changes at the conclusion of World War II. Many small Eu ro pean 
monarchies managed to survive for de cades  after their overthrown rulers 
 were restored to their thrones by the conservative powers Austria and Prus-
sia in the nineteenth  century. More recently, the shah of Iran remained in 
office for twenty- five years following the US- backed ouster of Mohammad 
Mossadegh in 1953. Other Cold War– era strongmen who gained power  after 
foreign- assisted coups— such as Joseph Mobutu and Augusto Pinochet— 
survived nearly as long. Why does regime change sometimes result in peace 
and stability but other times lead to conflict and vio lence?

 There is no single theory of why states undertake regime change in for-
eign countries.7 Most existing explanations, however, have a common logic: 
states intervene to alter the preferences of other states and bring them into 
alignment with their own.8 According to this logic, successful regime 
changes—by reducing the degree of preference divergence between states— 
ought to result in improved relations.9 Interveners can thus use regime 
change to obtain accommodating and reliable allies or client states. As ex-
plained below, interveners can align a target’s preferences with their own 
by installing like- minded individuals in power, remaking the po liti cal ide-
ology and/or institutions of the target government, or both. As John Owen 
writes in his sweeping study of five hundred years of foreign regime pro-
motion, “governments or rulers who use force to promote an ideology abroad 
nearly always believe it is in their interests to do so.” Moreover, Owen claims 
they are usually correct: “When an intervention succeeds, the government 
that did the promotion is better off, the country it governs more secure.”10

Although some readers may find it hard to believe in the wake of Af ghan-
i stan, Iraq, and Libya that regime change can “work,” it has no shortage of 
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con temporary backers. In the few academic studies of the effects of regime 
change, one finds that wars are less likely to recur when the winner imposes 
a new regime on the loser.11 Other analysts support this view, arguing that 
“while Libya may be a recent stain on the U.S. rec ord, the last  century of ‘re-
gime change’ as opponents of an internationalist policy label it, is one of 
amazing success.”12 Still  others concede that recent US regime changes had 
undesirable outcomes but attribute  these failings to misguided policy choices 
in par tic u lar cases rather than anything inherent in regime change itself.13 
With regard to Iraq, for example, this view, according to Michael MacDonald, 
maintains that “the taproot of failure was not the objective of regime change 
in Iraq, with what ever that entailed, but merely the [Bush] administration’s 
inept efforts.”14 If done correctly, in other words, regime change can work. 
Fi nally, top former Trump administration officials such as Secretary of De-
fense James Mattis, Secretaries of State Rex Tillerson and Mike Pompeo, and 
National Security Advisor John Bolton have argued that regime change is 
the solution to Washington’s prob lems with Iran.15

This book investigates the effects of regime change on relations between 
interveners and targets and on domestic conditions in the latter. To do so, it 
asks two principal questions. First, why does regime change, undertaken 
to improve relations between two states, so often go awry, failing to advance 
 those relations and triggering further conflict— both inside the target of re-
gime change and between the target and the intervener? Military interven-
tion typically involves blood and trea sure; are the costs of using force for 
regime change justified by the payoff afterward? Second, why do some re-
gime change operations turn out better than  others? Are  there conditions 
 under which regime change is more or less successful at producing good 
interstate relations and domestic peace and stability?

Although a variety of studies assess the effects of regime change in indi-
vidual cases, and a few examine multiple cases carried out by the same coun-
try (typically the United States),  there is no study that includes the universe of 
successful regime changes enacted by all countries in the world over an ex-
tended period of time.16 Moreover, most existing studies focus only on cases 
in which regime change occurred, but do not compare instances of regime 
change to cases where it was absent, or where it was attempted but failed.17 
 Doing so, however, is necessary to establish  whether regime change actually 
 causes domestic strife in targets and conflict between targets and interveners, 
or merely occurs where  these outcomes  were already more likely to happen.

The Argument

The argument of this book is that regime change that is undertaken to pro-
duce governments in target states whose preferences are aligned with  those 
of interveners does not reliably do so. Instead, regime change often fails to 
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improve relations between interveners and targets: patron states and their 
protégés are no less likely than other pairs of states to come to blows  after 
regime change, and patrons face  great difficulty inducing protégé leaders 
to do their bidding. Moreover, leaders who come to power in foreign- imposed 
regime changes are more likely than other leaders to lose power violently, 
and states that experience regime change suffer from a heightened risk of 
civil strife over the ensuing de cade. In short, regime change is an example 
of what might be termed a “catastrophic success”:  because it is so often car-
ried out by stronger actors, regime change often achieves its short- term ob-
jective of overthrowing a targeted regime, but the longer- term consequences 
of this initial success are frequently disastrous.18 Why does regime change 
produce  these unwanted outcomes?

My theory explains  these violent outcomes through two mechanisms. 
The first, which I label military disintegration, elaborates how regime change 
can produce immediate insurgency and civil war by fragmenting and dis-
persing the target’s military forces. The second, the prob lem of competing prin-
cipals, details how the mismatched preferences of imposed leaders’ two 
masters— the intervening state and a leader’s domestic audience— place 
leaders in a dilemma in which responding to the interests of one exacer-
bates the risk of conflict with the other, thereby increasing the likelihood of 
both patron- protégé conflict and internal conflict in the target.19

Framed slightly differently, regime change increases the likelihood of in-
ternal vio lence and external strife by undermining two key components of 
statehood, defined as a “ human community that (successfully) claims the 
mono poly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory.”20 Mili-
tary disintegration breaks the state’s mono poly on the use of force, thereby 
increasing the likelihood of armed challenges (ironically by former mem-
bers of the state’s military). The prob lem of competing principals under-
mines the government’s legitimacy in the eyes of its  people by placing pup-
pets at the helm of the state who are perceived to be in thrall to— and to cater 
to the interests of— a foreign power.

First, in cases of regime changes carried out by invasion, the resulting war 
may simply break the state’s mono poly on the use of force by causing the 
target state’s military to disintegrate. I define military disintegration as a sit-
uation in which the target state’s army is defeated but, rather than surrender-
ing, it breaks apart, allowing a significant fraction to melt away or escape to 
remote regions or across borders. In contrast to successful compellence, in 
which an intervener persuades a targeted leader to resign without having to 
use significant amounts of force, or military surrender, when the target state’s 
military is defeated on the battlefield but remains cohesive and gives up in 
an orderly fashion, military disintegration is likely to spawn an insurgency 
launched by ele ments of the former regime. The reason for this increased 
risk of insurgency is that military disintegration provides both motive and 
opportunity for ousted leaders or factions to rebel. The motive is anger over 
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an unceremonious and violent ouster; the opportunity is the existence of a 
residual armed force to pursue hostilities.21 Even when the former leader is 
captured, killed, or other wise unable to lead the re sis tance, military disinte-
gration disperses thousands of armed men into the countryside who may be 
mobilized for further re sis tance by subordinates of the old leader or by en-
tirely new leaders. Military disintegration often draws interveners into costly 
and protracted counterinsurgency campaigns to defend their newly installed 
protégés and their interests in the country, quagmires that may outweigh the 
benefit of changing the regime in the first place.22 Military disintegration is 
thus the determinant of immediate insurgency and civil war  after regime 
change. The US invasions of Af ghan i stan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003, for exam-
ple, both resulted in military disintegration.

Second, the prob lem of competing principals explains how regime change, 
intended to align a target state’s preferences with an intervener’s by replacing 
leaders who refuse to implement an intervener’s preferred policies with new 
ones who  will, can end up reproducing the asymmetry of interests that 
prompted the intervener to resort to regime change in the first place. I argue 
that the key prob lem arises from the  simple real ity that no two states have 
identical interests. Interveners view regime change as a means to solve this 
prob lem—to remove leaders whose policies endanger the intervener’s security 
or threaten its interests— and replace  those leaders with dif fer ent ones who 
 will implement policies that are more congruent with the preferences of the 
intervener. The intervener— the “principal” in the language of principal- agent 
theory— tries to bring the interests of the two states into line by selecting a 
leader (an “agent”) with compatible beliefs or policy priorities to its own.23

This attempt to align interveners’ and targets’ preferences by installing an 
agent who shares the intervener’s preferences runs afoul of several prob lems 
that plague principal- agent relationships. First, principals are never com-
pletely informed about the quality and preferences of agents, which may lead 
them unwittingly to select an unqualified or other wise undesirable agent— a 
prob lem known as adverse se lection. Second, agents’ interests are never fully 
consonant with  those of principals, which creates incentives for agents to 
“shirk” (pursue their own interests at the expense of the principal’s)— a prob-
lem known as interest asymmetry. Third, principals cannot fully observe 
agents’ actions, which means that it is difficult for principals to detect when 
an agent is shirking— a prob lem known as information asymmetry.

In addition to  these well- known difficulties of principal- agent relation-
ships, foreign- imposed regime change suffers from another, less recog-
nized, prob lem: the intervener is not the only principal trying to exercise 
control over the agent.  Whether through voting or vio lence, all leaders are 
accountable to their domestic audiences, which may remove leaders who 
perform poorly or whose preferences diverge substantially from their own. 
A leader’s domestic audience, in other words, constitutes a second principal. 



3. How do you wish you could change your 
field of study?

This project has pulled me in two directions. 
One is to know more about social movements 
and revolutions. The other is about interna-
tional law. Whereas the first helps explain the 
dynamics of secessionism, the second clarifies 
the structure in which it occurs. I became fas-
cinated with both areas of study and intend to 
work them into future projects.

I was struck by the passion and sincerity 
when doing interviews with secessionists. In 
a way, each movement is no different from 
the American revolutionaries that I studied 
in grade school. There are George Washing-
tons and Thomas Jeffersons in the making. 
Indeed, many of them see themselves in that 
light. How history records them will depend, 
in part, on whether they succeed.

“There is only one international system, one 
United Nations that secessionists aim to join, 

and one sovereignty game.”

Three QuesTions wiTh
RYAN D. GRIFFITHS
author of Secession and the Security Game

1. What’s your favorite anecdote from your 
research for this book?

At the strategic level, all contemporary seces-
sionist movements are alike. There is only one 
international system, one United Nations that 
secessionists aim to join, and one sovereignty 
game. Their settings may look different, but 
the strategic playing field is the same. To win 
sovereign statehood an aspiring nation has to 
compel and persuade their home state and the 
international community to recognize them.

2. What do you wish you had known when you 
started writing your book, that you know now?



THE WEDGE STRATEGY LOGIC 
OF US-RUSSIA DIALOGUE

by Timothy W. Crawford

President Biden has called for a “summit” meeting with Putin to begin a new “strategic stability 
dialogue” to promote a more stable and predictable US-Russia relationship. The symbolism 
of summitry connotes bilateralism. Indeed, there are some 
very important duopolistic aspects of US-Russia security 
relations, especially in the realm of nuclear weapons. But 
the geopolitics driving the Biden initiative are trilateral. The 
US-China-Russia triangle dominates the strategic landscape.

US-Russia and US-China tensions have been sharpening for 
over a decade now. The 2017 US National Security Strategy 
used the unvarnished language of “great power competition” 
to depict those trends. Even before then, increased efforts to 
get tough with both Russia and China were underway. The 
predictable result—deeper military cooperation between 
Moscow and Beijing—has now forced Washington to take 
seriously the prospect of a Russia-China alliance and the 
dangers it could pose.

That question looms over the Biden-Putin summit and persistent debate over whether the US 
should seek some wider bargain in US-Russia relations, in order to concentrate against China, 

the main adversary. Many oppose such an effort, 
seeing Putin’s Russia as an incorrigible authoritarian 
foe locked in with China, and doubting that those 
two powers could form a competent alliance in any 
case. Nevertheless, some foreign policy experts 
and officials do argue that the US should both 

avoid pushing Russia and China together and, when possible, work with Russia in ways that 
create space between the two. With regard to the latter, politically sensitive possibilities will not 
be openly touted as such by US officials. But it would be surprising if they were not considered 
during the internal deliberations and “pre-negotiations” around the summit’s agenda that are 
now underway.

In these circumstances, “wedge strategies” (the subject of The Power to Divide) have returned 
with a vengeance. If Russia and China are using them to weaken US-led alliances in Europe and 

US-Russia and US-China ten-
sions have been sharpening 

for over a decade now.

The Article



East Asia, can the US use them to divide Russia from China?

We can’t know the details but we can form a picture of the key calculations at stake. The Pow-
er to Divide explores the history of states’ efforts to use “selective accommodation” wedge 
strategies to divide adversaries and explains what encourages them to try. For a US gambit to 
distance Russia from China today, the first calcu-
lation must address Russia’s “strategic weight”—
how much difference it will make for US security 
to face a China allied with Russia versus one that 
is not. If an alliance with Russia will make China 
much more dangerous and harder to deter, then 
the US should, in principle, be willing to pay some 
political price—in concessions—to keep them 
apart. The second calculation concerns the capacity to pay such a price—does the US credibly 
control levers to accommodate Russia, that can influence its alignment, be manipulated at an 
acceptable cost, and not be “matched” or outbid by China?

The serious push for a summit with Russia signals some recognition of its strategic weight. As 
debates about the summit (and the dialogue more broadly) develop in the weeks ahead, they 
are likely to touch on whether the US can do anything to reverse the trend of Russia-China 
convergence, and, if so, whether the political compromises needed to effect such change—on 
issues like missile defense, military basing in eastern NATO, and ties to Ukraine and Georgia—
would be tolerable or worth it.

Biden’s decision in February 2021 to join Russia in extending the New START arms control pact 
for five years was an important—but easy—first move in this direction. Further bargains that 
might help distance Russia from China will be harder to strike because they will entail a reversal 
rather than an extension of established US positions and priorities, and trigger sharp domestic 
and allied opposition to such moves.

If Russia and China are using 
wedge strategies to weaken US-
led alliances in Europe and East 

Asia, can the US use them to 
divide Russia from China?
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 THE FALL AND RISE OF 
NONSTATE VIOLENCE 

 State sovereignty is not what it used to be. Although states are not on the 

verge of extinction, the classical Westphalian model—unitary government 

with a monopoly on violence and dominion over its territory—is clearly on 

the wane. Observers of globalization have noted the increasing permeability 

of state borders and the prevalence of transnational economic and cultural 

forces.  1   Similarly, global governance scholars have highlighted the ways in 

which institutions other than states decisively shape many aspects of life in the 

twenty-first century.  2   Many have seen the declining power of the state as a pos-

itive development, celebrating the success of international activism, nongov-

ernmental organizations (NGOs), and transnational civil society in changing 

state practices in the fields of human rights, arms control, and environmental 

protection, among others.  3   Moreover, scholars, activists, and even many states 

themselves have heralded the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine as a 

welcome refinement, if not a redefinition, of global norms about what sover-

eignty entails.  4   

 Not all manifestations of the decline of sovereignty, however, are beneficial. 

One of the most significant, and potentially alarming, is the erosion of the state 

monopoly on transnational violence. To a greater degree than at any time in 

generations, actors other than states are using military force in ways that impact 

the international system. These actors fit varying descriptions, from the nefari-

ous to the respectable. On one end of the spectrum are transnational terrorist 
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networks, which have become a central subject of international concern since 

the attacks of September 11, 2001. Almost as menacing are nonstate militias and 

paramilitary groups, which have played a significant role in almost every con-

flict since the end of the Cold War, including in the Balkans, Afghanistan, Sudan, 

Libya, Iraq, and Syria. More respectable but still often problematic are private 

military and security companies (PMSCs), which provide military and military-

related services to clients ranging from NGOs and corporations to states as large 

and capable as the United States (which has employed PMSCs extensively in 

Iraq and Afghanistan) and Russia (which has used them in a combat capacity 

in Ukraine and Syria).  5   

 This book examines this dramatic growth in nonstate actor violence, focusing 

on the crucial role played in this trend by changes in international norms. The 

most commonly cited definition of the state is the one devised by Max Weber 

over a century ago: “the form of human community that (successfully) lays claim 

to the monopoly on legitimate physical violence.”  6   Although many commenta-

tors overlook it, the word “legitimate” here is not an afterthought. When states 

consolidated their dominant institutional status by forging a monopoly on the 

means of transnational violence in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, they 

did so not simply through the exercise of material power but also through the 

construction of norms about what constituted the legitimate use of force.  7   These 

norms, indeed, were at the heart of the classical Westphalian model of state sov-

ereignty and helped to anchor sovereign states in a privileged position as the 

central constitutive actors in the international system.  8   The recent prominence 

of nonstate militias, transnational terrorist networks, and the private military 

and security industry therefore represents a transformation that is both porten-

tous and puzzling. While one would expect states to zealously defend the norms 

assuring their monopoly on legitimate violence, in some cases they seem com-

plicit in contributing to its erosion. Not only do many states employ PMSCs, 

but a number have also aligned themselves with less reputable actors, including 

militias and terrorist organizations. While “terrorism” per se is still widely con-

demned, there is a sobering lack of global consensus about who is a terrorist and 

who is not, and methods long condemned as barbaric are sometimes defended 

as morally acceptable.  9   In contemporary international politics, the legitimacy 

or illegitimacy of any particular group increasingly hinges on its political goals, 

whereas in past generations the very use of force itself by a nonstate actor would 

be deemed illegitimate. 

 In the following chapters, I tackle this puzzle, trying to understand the rise 

of nonstate violence by bringing attention back to the word “legitimate” in 

Weber’s definition. In doing so, I address the question of how to explain the 
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relatively rapid decline of the norm against actors other than states using mili-

tary force—a norm that once resided at the conceptual core of the sovereign 

states system. 

 Nonstate Violence Makes a Comeback 
 International politics was once rife with military entrepreneurs, private armies, 

and other forces unaffiliated with national governments. After the Westphalian 

revolution of the 1600s, however, newly powerful sovereign states eventually came 

to view such actors as threats to international order and by the early nineteenth 

century had largely driven them out of business.  10   What is not always appreci-

ated is that this was accomplished not just through greater material resources 

and military power but also through the restructuring of norms.  11   What was 

important, in other words, was not simply that nonstate actors lacked the mate-

rial means to use interstate violence (indeed, this was often not the case) but that 

there was a powerful international consensus that doing so would be illegiti-

mate. Therefore, one of the most significant sources of state power was not mate-

rial but ideational, resting on norms held throughout the international system. 

To be sure, as some scholars have noted, reality was frequently less tidy than 

the Westphalian model would suggest. States’ control over their territories has 

rarely been absolute, and nonstate actor violence has never been entirely absent.  12   

Nevertheless, there was more to the state’s “monopoly on force” than merely wish-

ful thinking. Large-scale institutional challengers did in fact recede nearly into 

irrelevance, and armed nonstate actors tended to be contained within domestic, 

or more often colonial, contexts.  13   

 What has occurred in the past several decades constitutes a significant change 

in both the frequency with which nonstate actors use force and the scale on which 

they use it. One widely cited measure of this is that interstate war—the classic 

model of conflict that undergirds much international law, as well as most military 

doctrine—has become rare, while intrastate war is common.  14   Fifty-one of the 

sixty-nine armed conflicts active in 2018 were non-international, and almost all 

eighteen of the international conflicts involved nonstate actors to some degree.  15   

Furthermore, armed nonstate groups are responsible for more “nonwar” violent 

deaths each year than violent deaths in interstate and intrastate war combined.  16   

While most such groups are small, some number into the tens of thousands. 

Many, moreover, are shockingly well armed; as of 2014, over sixty reportedly 

possessed guided weapons capable of bringing down military aircraft or civil-

ian airliners.  17   Armed nonstate groups pose significant threats not only to the 
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security of governments but to human security as well, often systematically tar-

geting civilians and committing a broad range of human rights abuses.  18   Another 

telling sign is that the most powerful countries in the world regard groups such 

as al-Qaeda and the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) as high-level security 

threats.  19   An expert roundtable convened by Harvard’s Program on Humanitar-

ian Policy and Conflict Research (PHPCR) concluded that “these actors, once 

viewed as merely prospective subjects of the criminal justice system, . . . have 

come to overwhelmingly fight the wars of the twenty-first century.”  20   Beyond 

their number and scale, contemporary violent nonstate actors represent a depar-

ture from the past in the degree to which their existence has been accepted and 

sometimes even supported by other types of actors in the international system. 

As noted, many states have backed nongovernmental forces whose goals coin-

cided with their own, and a growing number use private contractors to pursue 

their foreign policy interests. Some nonstate groups have had their right to use 

force endorsed by the United Nations, some have been deemed to possess the 

same rights under international law as uniformed militaries (and allowed to par-

ticipate in making that law), and some have been granted observer status at the 

UN and other international bodies.  21   And while few defend terrorism as such, 

almost every group accused of terrorism by some states can find others will-

ing to defend it against those accusations. In short, nonstate actor violence has 

acquired, in some forms and in some settings, considerable legitimacy. 

 Categorizing nonstate actor violence can be tricky. Distinctions among types 

of organization can be blurry and arbitrary, with overlaps among categories 

common. For example, Phil Williams identifies six types of violent nonstate 

actors: warlords, militias, paramilitary forces, insurgencies, terrorist organiza-

tions, and criminal organizations and youth gangs.  22   Although he differentiates 

among them using various criteria (including their motivation, whether they 

control territory, their relationship to the state, whether they are led by a char-

ismatic individual, and whether they provide governance or social welfare ser-

vices), Williams acknowledges that some organizations could be placed in more 

than one category or in different categories at different times.  23   Similar problems 

are evident throughout the literature on nonstate actors.  24   A related difficulty 

is that the categories themselves are often contested, especially those that carry 

moral connotations. This is notoriously the case when it comes to labeling an 

organization as “terrorist,” for reasons I explain in chapter 4, but is also crucial in 

the PMSC case, as private purveyors of military and security   services have tried 

to distance themselves from the stigma associated with “mercenaries.” Indeed, 

the contestation of these categories is an important part of the story I tell in this 

book and helps to explain both the multiplicity of terms sometimes used to refer 

to violent nonstate actors and the stakes involved in this choice of terminology. 
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 Examples abound of the challenges of labeling nonstate groups. Lebanon-

based Hezbollah, for instance, is a nonstate organization that has many of the 

characteristics of a conventional military force—one that by some accounts is 

more powerful than the Lebanese army.  25   It is designated as a terrorist organiza-

tion by most Western states and the Arab League, while many other countries 

regard it as a legitimate national resistance movement. It functions as a political 

party within Lebanon, holding over 10 percent of the seats in parliament and 

playing an influential role in the ruling coalition, but also carries out its own 

foreign policy, such as sending forces to fight for President Bashar al-Assad in 

Syria’s civil war.  26   And while it claims no sovereign territory, it provides extensive 

social and public order services in southern Lebanon, running schools, hospitals, 

utilities, and construction projects. Similar in many ways is the Palestinian group 

Hamas, condemned as a terrorist organization by many Western states but which 

has served as the de facto governing authority in the territory of Gaza since 2006, 

when it won a majority on the Palestinian Legislative Council. A different sort 

of example of ambiguity in categorizing armed nonstate actors was the Septem-

ber 2012 militant attack on the US diplomatic post in Benghazi, Libya, which 

killed Ambassador Chris Stevens and three other Americans, including two pri-

vate contractors working for the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). There was 

a Libyan security detail assigned to protect the facility, of which half were con-

tractors employed by a British PMSC and half were members of an organization 

called the February 17 Martyrs Brigade, an Islamist militia with close ties to the 

Libyan government.  27   If the Hezbollah and Hamas cases illustrate the elusiveness 

of a bright line between militias and terrorists, the role of the February 17 group 

in the Benghazi case shows that the line between private contractors and militias 

can also sometimes be muddled. All three cases, moreover, speak generally to the 

growing prevalence of nonstate actors in roles traditionally associated with states. 

 In this study, I consider militias and paramilitaries together in a somewhat 

generic category of armed nonstate groups. Some scholars use “militia” to refer 

only to progovernment groups, but there are limitations to this approach, as 

the degree of cooperation with the state is sometimes unclear and can change 

quickly.  28   I therefore do not distinguish among groups on this basis, whether 

they operate as de facto adjuncts of the state or are in open rebellion against it. 

In either case, it is hard to overstate the significance of these groups in contem-

porary international politics. They have been involved in every armed conflict in 

the twenty-first century, and some are stronger than the national armies in states 

where they operate. Such forces fought both alongside and against American 

troops in Afghanistan and in Iraq, where militias contributed to the horrific sec-

tarian violence that followed the fall of Saddam Hussein but also assisted US and 

Iraqi government forces during the Anbar Awakening starting in 2006. In Libya 
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they played a key role both in overthrowing Moammar Qaddafi in 2011 and in 

fomenting the chaos that has ensued there since.  29   In the form of the Kurdish 

Peshmerga and People’s Protection Union (YPG), they were the United States’ 

primary partner in ground operations against ISIS in Iraq and Syria. They have 

made their presence felt in Europe as well. Militias and paramilitary forces were 

key belligerents in the Balkan Wars of the 1990s, and the Kosovar Liberation 

Army (KLA) was pivotal in Kosovo gaining its independence from the Federal 

Republic of Yugoslavia—assisted by the 1999 air campaign of the North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization (NATO). They have fought on both sides of the conflict in 

eastern Ukraine since 2014 and have formed in other Eastern European states in 

response to the prospect of Russian aggression.  30   

 Transnational terrorism is the type of nonstate actor violence that has got-

ten the most attention and provoked the most concern. The al-Qaeda attacks 

of September 11, 2001, immediately reconfigured US foreign policy, which has 

in turn reconfigured significant parts of the Middle East and Southwest Asia, as 

well as relations between the Islamic and Western worlds. Subsequent operations 

by al-Qaeda and its affiliates in Europe, Asia, and Africa further demonstrated 

the reach of the organization. The apotheosis of transnational terrorism in the 

twenty-first century, however, may have been the ascendance of ISIS, an offshoot 

of al-Qaeda that seized large areas of eastern Syria and western Iraq in which it 

declared a caliphate in 2014. Beyond this unprecedented territorial presence, the 

group carried out attacks in a dozen other countries, including the United King-

dom, France, Lebanon, Russia, Spain, and Turkey, and its regional affiliates have 

roiled already volatile situations in Afghanistan and Libya. Al-Qaeda and ISIS, 

however, are but two of the dozens of groups named as terrorist organizations by 

the US government, and for many of these the terrorist designation is more con-

troversial.  31   Indeed, among the categories of nonstate violence, terrorism carries 

by far the strongest moral opprobrium and unsurprisingly is also the most vocif-

erously contested. As I explain in chapter 4, for nearly a century the conventional 

basis for distinguishing between terrorism and other modes of political violence 

was whether the violence directly targeted noncombatants. That criterion itself, 

however, would become hotly contested and is now one among many contending 

factors, many of them overtly political, that determines who is labeled a terrorist. 

One implication of this is that the distinctions between terrorist organizations 

and other nonstate groups can be fluid and even arbitrary—a fact that is both 

an analytical problem and an illustration of the point that various types of non-

state violence should be examined together as different facets of an important 

dynamic in global politics. 

 The increasingly important role played by PMSCs has generated consider-

able scholarly and popular interest.  32   Private contractors have become a regular 



ecology and related fields that the traditional 
focus on material dimensions of environmen-
tal conflict cannot fully explain how power 
operates and why people resist. I’d like to see 
more work that grapples with the centrality 
of emotions to projects of state making and 
social change. We need to work through the 
complexities of how we know emotions, how 
we write about them, and the ontological im-
plications of how attention to emotions allows 
us to understand objects in new ways.

model: the lone ethnographer with a firm plan 
doggedly rooting out the story. But the greatest 
insights in the book—on the political power 
of uncertainty, and how this shapes under-
standings of land and property—emerged 
when everything fell apart. They came from 
moments of vulnerability, from failure, from 
constant adaptation, and from leaning on and 
working with others. Failure opens us up to 
different ways of seeing.   

3. How do you wish you could change your 
field of study?

There is growing recognition within political 

we deleted everything, and sometimes we 
input the wrong numbers. Sometimes we got 
completely lost!”). They had no training in 
mediation, yet they found themselves dealing 
with angry farmers and government officials. 
The speed and uncertainty with which this 
campaign rolled out has parallels to Trump’s 
“build the wall” and other recent populist au-
thoritarian policies, and has much to teach us 
about how populist politics works. 

2. What do you wish you had known when you 
started writing your book, that you know now?

There are many ways to be a field researcher. 
When I started research for this book, I aspired 
to something of an old school anthropological 

“You’re given three fays of training and a set of 
military fatigues. Then you’re trucked across the 

country to survey land..”

Three QuesTions wiTh
ALICE BEBAN
author of Unwritten Rule

1. What’s your favorite anecdote from your 
research for this book?

Imagine you are quietly sitting in class. Sud-
denly the university president announces that 
classes are canceled for the semester, and all 
students are encouraged to volunteer for a 
national land reform. You’re given three days 
of training and a set of military fatigues. Then 
you’re trucked across the country to survey 
land. I shadowed teams of these volunteers. 
They told me they barely knew how to operate 
the GPS units (one young man said he didn’t 
know where the ‘backspace’ key was, so “we 
didn’t know how to delete a mistake! So then 
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