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A Recurrent, Variable 
and Complex Challenge: 
The Uncertain Trajectory 
of Stabilization and 
Reconstruction in U.S. 
Security Strategy
By Kari Möttölä

Despite the apparent strength of their case, the community of planners, veterans, think-tankers 
and civic activists working in external security and humanitarian missions are puzzled and 
frustrated with the past and present performance of the United States in such missions, and 

anguished about the future.2 It is not that the United States has not taken action in foreign conflicts, 
regional instabilities or humanitarian catastrophes. It is not that the response to fragile or failed states 
has not been a key agenda item in U.S. foreign and security policy throughout the post-Cold War era. 
Where America as a polity has come short is in failing to recognize, as a permanent national security 
interest, the need to design and pursue a strategic policy on stabilization and reconstruction. While the 
concept may be debatable and the capability may be constrained by developments, what those devoted 
to the cause call for is a policy with a sustainable balance between ends and means and commensurate to 
the responsibility of U.S. global leadership.

Kari Möttölä is Special Adviser at the Unit for Policy Planning and Research, the Finnish Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs. He was visiting scholar at the School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins 
University, Washington, DC, in March-May 2012.
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The Reality Check: Obstacles 
and Challenges
A number of paradoxes seem to be blocking 
progress. On the civilian side, the Department 
of State (DOS) and the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID) are combin-
ing diplomacy and development to pursue and 
lead an innovative policy of soft or smart power. 
Although there is a will, critical shortcomings 
endanger a stronger policy in conflict response 
and humanitarian assistance.

Entrenched bureaucratic rivalries within 
the DOS and USAID weaken the governance of 
external relations. Embedded divisions of com-
petence and authorities complicate effective DOS 
leadership in the whole-of-government mode. 
Reservations about nation-building among the 
political elites and a lagging narrative for the gen-
eral public dilute reforms. In Congress, the reluc-
tance to favor the DOS hinders funding increases 
while even among the more sympathetic members 
an effective ownership of the cause is missing.

On the defense side, having taken over com-
plex stability operations without sufficient prepa-
ration in the midst of wars of the 1990s and 2000s, 
and frustrated over the burden of what should 
have been a civilian responsibility, the U.S. mili-
tary is ready to swear “never again.” The Pentagon 
has even made some of its own funds available for 
civilian operations. Joint national security fund-
ing, which would give leeway for civilian needs, is 
a no-go among the interest-driven congressional 
budget committees.

Moreover, under fiscal austerity, even with the 
drawdown of wars, no peace dividend is forthcom-
ing to redistribute money from military to civilian 
branches. The Department of Defense (DOD) is 
diverting planning and resourcing away from sta-
bility operations to traditional defense tasks and 
combating societal threats such as cyber-vulner-
ability and terrorism. Where there is a resource, 
there may not be a will.

In the context of grand strategy, stronger 
U.S. attention to conflict management will be 

contingent on the priorities of the second Obama 
administration. At stake will be the goals of 
democracy promotion and transformative devel-
opment assistance and the tools of low-intensity 
operations, primarily civilian, and demanding 
high-intensity interventions with a major military 
component.

Finding a Way Forward: Concept, 
Capability and Policy
What is the way forward to an effective and 
adaptive U.S. policy of conflict, stabilization and 
reconstruction operations, and comprehensive 
crisis management? If the contingent reasons are 
political and transient, should the focus be on 
waiting for better times in realignments among 
players? If the critical factors are structural and 
permanent, would the solution be institutional 
reforms or lowering objectives to match the 
resources available?

It has been observed that a “third generation” 
of U.S. operations is emerging, after the post-Cold 
War decade of humanitarianism and multilater-
alism, and the post-9/11 decade of counterin-
surgency and unilateralism. As the challenge is 
recurring in variable forms, lessons learned should 
be a major factor in correcting malfunctions and 
directing future action. An analysis must cover 
three aspects of stabilization and reconstruction: 
the concept, the capability and the policy.

The Evolution of the Concept: 
Process- and End State-Driven
While the operations envisaged are complex by 
nature, combining military and civilian aspects, 
the U.S. pattern of action has evolved in an ad hoc
manner through responses to emergent situations. 
Consequently, an analytically-defined and polit-
ically-adopted common concept is yet to emerge 
in the U.S. discourse and usage for what is widely 
called stabilization and reconstruction. Hence, for a 
policy of response to events, the concept of contin-
gency operations is applicable and pertinent to the 
challenge of shaping a consistent policy.
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Primarily in civilian usage, stabilization and 
reconstruction denotes expeditionary missions 
in fragile or conflict-affected societies. The con-
cept may depict a certain phase in the sequence 
of actions, such as initial crisis management or 
post-conflict reconstruction. The analytical frame-
work is the conflict cycle and, accordingly, the defini-
tion of the concept here is process-driven.3

In U.S. military parlance stressing the primacy 
of security, the concept of stability operations con-
taining civilian assets integrated with counterin-
surgency and irregular warfare was introduced as 
a type of complex operation pursued in recent wars.4

Another way of defining the concept is to call 
for a holistic approach to promote the transforma-
tion of the targeted state or society. In a prominent 
manual for the practice of stabilization and recon-
struction, such end states are listed as the rule of law, 
safe and secure environment, sustainable economy, 
stable governance and social well being.5

In the social science perspective, the holistic 
approach calls for fixing the security, political/
governance, social and economic components of 
the society. All the sectorial missions are critical 
for success in stabilization and reconstruction. 
While being dynamic, sequenced, and intercon-
nected, they cannot compensate for each other 
in the totality of the operation. Reconciliation 
support provides an additional driver towards 
social change.6

Within the comprehensive approach, the order 
of priority among the various components is a 
matter of choice. In an ideal model for practical 
policy, security would be introduced first, followed 
by economic, political and social transitions.7 In 
the area of international relations research, the-
ories exist for each alternative: liberalization first, 
security first, institutionalization first or civil soci-
ety first.8

Humanitarian emergency assistance or disas-
ter relief should be included in the toolkit, as they 
concern social conditions and may affect conflict 
resolution. To the extent sustainable development 
is the ultimate goal, and most targets are fragile or 

developing countries, tailored development assis-
tance is included in the capability as well.9

Both conflict cycle and holistic approaches 
call for a broad involvement. Any single operation 
may not cover all components, but a sequence of 
actions or segments could complement each other 
in the long run.

The idea of transferring Western-style gover-
nance to emerging or developing states is compli-
cated by the elusive nature of contemporary state 
sovereignty. Areas of limited statehood within the 
borders of states abound and hybrid or de facto 
states challenge the traditional depiction of sover-
eign states as actors. Multi-level governance, while 
differing from the Western norm of good gover-
nance, may be a right way to go. Another factor to 
be taken into account in designing interventions, 
whether for social engineering or development 
purposes, is the absorption capacity of recipient 
societies.10

A holistic and end state approach would 
justify the use of state building, nation-building 
and peace-building as generic concepts, although 
for political and cultural reasons they do not sit 
well in the American discourse, which is more 
attuned to the conflict cycle approach driven 
by risk assessment. Consequently, defining and 
naming the concept – thus implying the pattern 
of action – remains a challenge for the analysis 
of U.S. policy in the cycle of crisis management, 
transition support, stabilization, reconstruction 
and state-building.

Constructing the Capability: In 
Search of the Whole of Government
The analysis of the capability of the United States 
for stabilization and reconstruction missions 
begins with reforms undertaken by the State 

in an ideal model security would be 
introduced first, followed by economic, 
political and social transitions
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Department/USAID, and the Department of 
Defense as well as, in an integrated fashion, other 
main U.S. governmental agencies. Capability is 
determined by institutional and material enablers: 
the effectiveness of inter-agency leadership and 
governance and the fiscal, material and personnel 
resources allocated to the task; as well as by the 
added value produced by think tanks and non-gov-
ernmental organizations.11

The complex nature of changes in targeted 
states and societies underlines the need for tools 
and mechanisms that are adaptive, as well as 
the need to hedge against changes and provide 
options in the course of the undertaking. A key 
question is how the balance between military and 
civilian tools in the U.S. arsenal of national power 
will be shaped by the evolution and recalibration 
of foreign, security and defense policies in the 
transforming global order.

Will a “civilian surge,” which seems to be pre-
ferred by both civilian and military planners, take 
place? A stronger civilian-military capability is 
driven by an agenda that includes improved strat-
egy and planning, implementation infrastructure, 
and training and education as well as increased 
funding. In the current discourse, it seems the 
civilian sector is being built up towards an open-
ended objective, whereas the military sector is 
being built down to find a closure or limit to its 
role in stability operations.

Civilian Capability
A civilian surge with a strong investment in 
institutional resources is promised in the First 
Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review 
(QDDR), produced by the State Department in 
2010. It aims to elevate civilian power alongside 
military power as an equal pillar of foreign policy, 
taking a qualitative step in the area of conflict pre-
vention and crisis response.12

As for stabilization and reconstruction as 
forms of soft power, the QDDR did not begin 
from scratch. Pioneering executive, legislative and 
institutional steps were taken by the Clinton and 

George W. Bush administrations on both the civil-
ian and military fronts.13 While recognized as a 
well-argued and structured document but not a 
path-breaking guideline, the QDDR was received 
with disappointment and disbelief among the 
think tank and NGO community.

Firstly, the report was not in tune with fis-
cal or political reality. The Department of State 
and USAID face a mismatch between available 
resources and a growing demand for contingency 
operations. The QDDR identifies two types of civil-
ian contingency operations: (i) conflict response 
with conflict management, mitigation and res-
olution; conflict prevention; security and justice 
sector assistance; and stabilization, reconstruction 
and recovery; and (ii) humanitarian assistance and 
disaster relief. The civilian agencies will encounter 
declining funding and continuing requirements 
for missions, including in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
even after – and as a consequence of – the military 
withdrawals.14

No plan for the additional funding required 
for the reforms was attached, and the report 
seemed to have no impact on budget cuts affect-
ing State and USAID. In addition, targeted extra 
funding for State-led operations from two sources 
(Congressional funds, mostly for the generation 
of the Civilian Response Corps, and the Section 
1207 authority DOD funds channeled for DOS 
field missions and projects) had peaked. They 
were reduced or winding down by the time the 
follow-on institutional reforms suggested in the 
QDDR took effect.

Secondly, the QDDR model of two parallel 
lead-agencies (State for operations responding 
to political and security crises and USAID for 
response to humanitarian crises and natural 
disasters) did not go far enough towards creating a 
machine which would draw on, and bring together, 
all the relevant instruments of U.S. civilian power 
for stabilization and reconstruction.

Both high expectations and nagging doubts 
were centered on the launching of the Bureau of 
Conflict and Stabilization Operations (CSO), a 
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singular product mandated by the QDDR, estab-
lished in the human security pillar of bureaus and 
offices under the new Under Secretary for Civilian 
Security, Democracy, and Human Rights. Even with 
the Assistant Secretary acting as the principal advi-
sor to the Secretary of State on the related issues, 
the CSO was not to become a tool in executing State 
Department leadership over the whole adminis-
tration on conflict engagements, if the drafters of 
the QDDR ever had such a vision for inter-agency 
power concentration. Neither would the CSO have 
at its disposal a dedicated civilian surge capability 
that could be sent to a conflict spot early to make 
a difference on the ground. Rather than being in 
control of the government policy in crisis, the CSO 
will be at best a repository of expertise.

Established in 2011, the CSO will “focus” on 
conflict prevention, crisis response, and stabiliza-
tion activities (reconstruction being dropped from 
the title). It succeeds and absorbs the Office of the 
Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization 
(S/CRS), established in 2004 with a broader man-
date to “lead, coordinate and institutionalize” U.S. 
civilian capacity. The CSO has taken a pragmatic 
and incremental approach to its role, by looking 
for, and acting where, it can make a strategic dif-
ference in the complex of institutional actors, as 
reflected in the definition of how it intends to 
perform its mandate: “by driving integrated, civil-
ian-led efforts to prevent, respond to, and stabilize 
crises in priority states, setting conditions for long-
term peace.”

Instead of acting as a coordinating hub, the 
CSO is carving for itself an expert role in providing 
situation awareness for conflict prevention, and 
contributing to analysis and planning conducted 
in regional bureaus and embassies, cooperating 
also with regional military commands, at their 
request or on its own initiative. In addition, the 
CSO runs a small number of small-scale civilian 
operations (in 2012 in Kenya, Burma/Myanmar, 
Northern Central America and Syria), inherently 
aimed to be short-range and turned over to other 
agencies such as USAID.

It is indicative of the tentative nature of the 
CSO that its head declared that the new unit had 
to find its place and prove its added value within 
its first 12 months; and that its operations, con-
tributing particular expertise in a flexible manner, 
would be a legitimate measure in such stock-tak-
ing, in addition to what the CSO might bring in its 
planning role.15 As a facilitator of innovative and 
proactive action, the CSO is matched against the 
Office of Transition Initiatives (OTI) mandated to 
bringing similar added value to the stabilization 
and reconstruction operations of USAID, which 
have a long history and easily overlap with those 
of the State Department.16

As for absorbing the Civilian Response Corps, 
which was to be the main instrument of the S/
CRS and at one time was envisaged to have 2,500 
reserve and active staff17, the CSO is working with 
a small active core of federal employees and has put 
the future of the instrument as a whole on hold.18

The stormy if aborted term of S/CRS con-
tradicts the approach adopted by the CSO. 
Established in 2004, the S/CRS entered the scene 
during the pioneering decade when both civilian 
and military components of the U.S. policy were 
placed on a legal, institutional and practical foot-
ing in the midst of two major expeditionary mis-
sions, which the United States entered unprepared 
for a comprehensive approach combining military 
with civilian components.

Despite voices of doubt and opposition, the 
military was put in charge of relief and reconstruc-
tion operations in Iraq (with most civilian oper-
atives being contracted), duties typically within 
the scope of State and USAID. In Afghanistan, 

CSO is matched against the Office of 
Transition Initiatives (OTI) mandated 
to bringing similar added value to the 
stabilization and reconstruction operations 
of USAID
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the Pentagon hastily set up a civilian operation.19

Pressed by events into adopting a sustainable 
basis for contingency operations, the DOD issued 
Defense Directive 3000.05 (2005, reissued as DOD 
Instruction 3000-05 in 2009), which made con-
ducting (“with proficiency equivalent to combat 
operations”), supporting and leading stability 
operations “a core U.S. military mission.”20

In parallel, Presidential Directive NSDP44 
(2005) moved to place the planning and implemen-
tation of reconstruction and stabilization opera-
tions under the leadership of the State Department 
and integrate them with military contingencies 
when relevant and appropriate. Created to perform 
the ambitious mandate, codified, together with a 
civilian corps, in law (FY2009 National Defense 
Authorization Act), S/CRS struggled from the 
beginning. With its funding for operations peak-
ing and ebbing within a couple of years, S/CRS was 
never deployed in Iraq or Haiti, and was margin-
alized within State’s turf-conscious bureaucracy.21

Further uncertainty is caused by the location 
of the CSO within the group of functional units 
dealing with human security. The new bureau is 
not hierarchically above the influential regional 
bureaus or the powerhouse bureaus dealing with 
political-military affairs, with the former directing 
policies on the ground in conflict areas and the 
latter dealing with the DOD and sharing control 
over funds used in cooperation with the military.22

In favorable circumstances, the complex of 
human security bureaus and offices would be a 
formidable presentation and instrument of U.S. 
soft power.23 The long-term vision of the QDDR 
makers was to have an integrated source for fund-
ing expeditionary missions with human security 
as a mainstream component.

Unconsolidated, the QDDR design for State 
Department leadership will have to hedge against 
visions and proposals where high-level inter-agency 
management and coordination is transferred to 
the NSC. In other alternative models operational 
responsibility for foreign assistance and deploying 
civilian experts would reside at USAID, with State 

confined to diplomacy and policy planning, or a 
single new inter-agency structure would be estab-
lished to command and carry out contingency 
operations.24

Military Capability
By the time of the adoption of stability operations 
as a new core function, the U.S. military had pro-
duced a mixed legacy from missions in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, where civilian components were inte-
grated to support the surge of counterinsurgency 
and irregular warfare.25 The military-led complex 
operations had created and enhanced new types of 
expertise and experience.26

The imbalance between military and civilian 
capabilities led DOD to call for increased resources 
for civilian partner agencies. A major NDU study 
recommended to the Obama administration the 
acceleration of efforts to build the capacity of civil-
ian agencies by providing additional resources, cre-
ating new authorities and reforming interagency 
structures.27

While the military would gain in prestige and 
power from its role in complex operations, voices 
were raised warning of the risk of an expeditionary 
military with one-sided focus in stability opera-
tions, resulting in fewer ground forces available 
for early high-intensity combat, and a leadership 
cadre intellectually unprepared for a large-scale 
conventional conflict.28

With an institutional conflict of interest 
emerging between major combat and stability 
missions in defense policy, new strategic deci-
sions adapted the open-ended approach reflected 
in Directive 3000.05 to the change underway in 
domestic and external priorities. Driven by war 
fatigue and fiscal austerity, and pressure to imple-
ment geopolitical reassessment, the Pentagon 
strategic guideline of 2012 seemed to lock in a 
new direction by stating unequivocally that, “U.S. 
forces will no longer be sized to conduct large-
scale, prolonged stability operations.”29 Although 
the U.S. military will be ready to conduct “limited” 
counterinsurgency and other stability operations 
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“if required,” the rise and fall of the dominance of 
military-driven complex operations took barely 
five years.30

As the rebalancing to the Pacific will be 
focused on strengthening and deploying naval and 
air forces, which are comparatively spared from 
budget cuts, the army will suffer most. There will 
be fewer ground forces, except for special opera-
tions forces, available for stability operations in 
such a high-technology military. Consequently, 
proponents of peace operations are ready to con-
clude that the new strategic policy will inevitably 
lead to a decreased U.S. investment in, and contri-
bution to, crisis management, in particular regard-
ing more demanding or high-intensity operations.

The 2012 strategic guideline promotes a degree 
of flexibility. Emphasizing non-military means as a 
way to reduce the demand for major force commit-
ments, the military will work with partners in the 
federal government and coalition and other inter-
national partners. The lessons learned and capa-
bilities developed in Iraq and Afghanistan will not 
be wasted; neither will the DOD refuse to provide 
deployable military capabilities for humanitarian 
and other relief operations.

Directive 3000.05, though re-issued as an 
“Instruction” (2009) will continue to guide the 
U.S. military in keeping up its inherent capability, 
which will be vital for most future civilian-military 
contingencies. The fiscal predicament, together 
with the political reorientation, may drive the civil-
ian and military agencies to a closer, innovative 
partnership to ensure that government resources 
are used to the best effect.

Correcting Asymmetries of U.S. Power
The sharing of responsibilities and burdens in the 
practice of expeditionary missions among the State 
Department, USAID and DOD as well as other 
federal agencies remains open and variable. No sin-
gle leading agency is in sight, unless the National 
Security Staff (NSS) would be put in charge, which 
would not likely work as its small staff lacks suffi-
cient resources to run a major operation.

The asymmetry between State and DOD in 
resources and political clout is a perennial issue in 
American security policy.31 One argument claims 
that the reason is not civilian under-resourcing but 
an underperformance by the State Department, 
in particular in running major projects or imple-
menting policy. The vacuum left by inadequate 
civilian power is filled by the military. The cause is 
cultural: the inability of State to create change and 
pursue reforms.32

A larger share of civilian power would have 
to include additional resources and new authori-

ties as well as effective inter-agency governance. In 
view of a shared responsibility, looming fiscal con-
straints have brought forth the idea of a national 
security budget combining DOS and DOD appro-
priations, including funding for contingency oper-
ations, although its acceptance is unlikely.

The civilian and military components of U.S. 
power are at a crossroads and taking separate 
routes in the area of contingency operations. The 
civilian side is growing its muscles and searching 
for an effective leadership role, whereas the mil-
itary side is trimming its capability for stability 
missions and searching for better integration 
with civilian tools. The two routes may meet after 
a period of development, reform and innovation.

In Search of Policy: Domestic and 
External Drivers in a State of Flux
The trajectory of stabilization and reconstruction, 
contingent on domestic and external drivers, is 
framed by the strategic orientation of the United 
States. The scope and pattern of international 
engagement will characterize the U.S. leadership 
and measure the sustainability of its position of 
primacy in a global environment where conflict, 
instability and fragility call for response and crisis 

the asymmetry between State and DOD in 
resources and political clout is a perennial 
issue in American security policy
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management. The mixed legacy of the post-Cold 
War era highlights the widely-shared assump-
tion that the military withdrawals from Iraq and 
Afghanistan will constitute a turning point in 
U.S. policy on military and civilian contingency 
operations. The choice is between a limited, prior-
itized policy or one that is open-ended and gener-
ically global.

While the military establishment is re-arrang-
ing its priorities and reshaping its preparedness, 
the civilian agencies are struggling to reform and 
sustain their capability for leading, conducting 
and integrating conflict response and humani-
tarian missions.

With drivers in a state of flux, it is challenging 
to distinguish and define an American template for 
crisis management. Whenever the United States 
intervenes in a crisis, the level of impact and risk 
is high. Moreover, the fractured nature of policy 
making in the U.S. political system makes predict-
ing the future course all but impossible.

Several factors would have an adverse effect
on ideational and material investments in contin-
gency engagements. Fiscal constraints will impact 
both the State Department and the Department 

of Defense. Domestic political gridlock contin-
ues to loom even after the re-election of Barack 
Obama. The lack of ownership or leadership in 
the Congress on nation building would need to be 
overcome. Lackluster public support is not helping 
and needs to be roused.

Of particular relevance is the overall war and 
engagement fatigue within the political class and 
the public after a decade of wars and associated sta-
bility and reconstruction efforts. In addition, the 
implications of the strategic reassessment under-
way – a rebalancing to the Pacific and an emphasis 
on emerging powers – may make military assets for 
contingency operations in zones of conflict look 
diversionary.

Among factors favoring engagement is the 
commitment of the United States to sustaining 
the liberal principles of the world order as a lead-
ing power.33 The experience and readiness gained 
during the past decade guarantees a leading posi-
tion for the U.S. While there is wide reluctance or 
apprehension towards repeating anything close 
to the Iraq or Afghanistan adventures, there is an 
increased interest in conflict prevention and crisis 
management as well as development assistance as 

USAID/IoM relief distribution in Ghotki, Pakistan

IO
M

 P
ak

is
ta

n 
on

 F
lic

kr



PRISM 4, No. 3 FeATUReS  | 69

Stabilization and ReconStRuction

means of avoiding future large-scale military inter-
ventions and lowering human and material costs.

To what extent an active and reinforced U.S. 
engagement in democracy promotion and liberal 
internationalism at large will be a fundamental 
feature of the policy of the second Obama admin-
istration is a key question to which there is no 
straightforward answer.34

Although state fragility remains a global 
structural issue, it can be debated whether threats 
emanating from fragile societies are sufficiently 
serious to call for costly intervention.35 The ques-
tion of rebalancing responsibilities between lib-
eral Western and emerging powers is being raised 
as a matter of burden sharing justified by global 
power shift.36

The consequences of a diminished prioritized 
or selective U.S. pattern of interventions would be 
an order – by default or by design – where multi-
lateral institutions or emerging powers may fill 
the void. In any case, the United States would need 
to rely more on like-minded partners – foremost 
among them the European Union and NATO – 
and improve its interoperable civilian capability.37

There will be ongoing pressures from civilian 
government agencies and NGOs to continue an 
open-ended commitment (by design) to stabili-
zation and reconstruction with comprehensive 
nation building as an end state. Within the mili-
tary, however, there are growing pressures to real-
locate resources, which may (by default) reduce, 
redirect or restructure any comprehensive civil-
ian-military activity. Moreover, disappointments 
and frustrations in the areas of resources and fund-
ing, as well as the complexity of nation-building 
and democratic transition, highlighted by the Arab 
Awakening, have brought forth a discussion of 
lowering expectations to “more for less” from the 
conditionality doctrine of “more for more.”

As a result, a shift in the use of U.S. national 
power from military to civilian in the area of sta-
bilization and reconstruction would be a policy 
change with structural preconditions and strategic 
consequences.

Features in the American political culture per-
taining to external engagements of choice make 
it difficult to envisage an established doctrine of 
stabilization and reconstruction. Since the Vietnam 
experience, U.S. interventions have witnessed scant 
continuity in institutional readiness and a rare use 
of lessons learned, leading to a pattern of starting 
anew instead of building on a permanent concept 
and capability. In the American system of gover-
nance, with administrations entering office with a 
bias against nation building, the policy remains con-
tingent on external events and their presentation in 
the domestic media and in public. Ultimately, the 
foreign policy philosophy of each president may be 
crucial in the line of action chosen.

Conclusion
While remaining true to the ideological frame-
work of liberal internationalism, President Barack 
Obama’s pragmatic, cost-conscious foreign policy 
is expected to reflect an inclination to limit foreign 
engagements. An operative doctrine of “the light 
footprint” contains ingredients, which can pro-
duce a workable innovation out of the patchwork 
of civilian and military contributions for conflict 
prevention and crisis management.

As military-driven interventions are treated 
with caution to prevent mission creep and costly 
escalation, a broader space opens for civilian mis-
sions, rebalancing the relative share of respon-
sibility between the two pillars of government. 
Moreover, humanitarian catastrophes or other 
high-impact events may lead the country into 
action with all the capabilities at its disposal.

To be credible, the new model would have to 
be accompanied with a strict control of commit-
ments and consequences.

Even while following a holistic philosophy, 
civilian operations would be rigorously prioritized 
in the complexity and uncertainty of the global 
environment. Likewise, even if not excluded, the 
contribution of military assets would be strongly 
limited to avoid high-intensity options and rely on 
partners and coalitions.
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In the unlikelihood of a civilian surge, and 
in light of the contraction of the military com-
mitment to large-scale complex operations, the 
probable U.S. response to future stabilization and 
reconstruction challenges, and commitment to 
U.S. leadership in this area, will be modest. 
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