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Abstract:  

This paper applies a relational approach to investigate outcomes of state building interventions. I 

argue that the successful creation of new state institutions depends upon the properties of state 

building networks. This constructivist explanation focuses on how national elites engage in the 

process of legitimation and define subnational actors as members of the nation by activating the 

mechanisms of brokerage and yoking. High density state building networks make possible stable 

institutions while low density networks create opportunities to delegitimize new states. Two 

ideal-types of networks possess these properties: a simple network hub-and-spoke model already 

developed by relational scholars and a wheel-within-a-star model which I introduce below. I 

show how the overall structure of ties itself a function of the regional security complex (RSC) 

and regional order in which an intervention takes place. To evaluate these models, I apply them 

in singular causal analysis to four state building interventions: Nicaragua, West Germany, 

Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Afghanistan. This analysis demonstrates that existing theories of state 

building are incomplete because they fail to account for regional structures and processes of 

identity formation. 
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Introduction 

 State building interventions are inherently contradictory. These initiatives involve a 

military intervention by one or multiple states into another with the purpose of creating new 

government institutions that claim international legal sovereignty. In doing so, state building 

interventions violate both Westphalian and domestic sovereignty in the short term while seeking 

to restore these principles over the long term.1 This type of intervention has been described 

synonymously as nation building, or the creation of a collective identity among persons within 

state boundaries that projects legitimacy upon new state institutions.2 State and nation building 

are commonly associated with the post-war reconstruction of liberal democratic regimes (West 

Germany and Japan) after World War II. Yet the fragility of post-intervention states since the 

end of the Cold War has cast new doubts on what makes state building successful.  

The most recent academic research on state building outcomes has generally built upon 

existing disciplinary approaches in international relations (IR). These include rational choice 

frameworks that focus on agent preferences and bargaining processes. While this work certainly 

advances our knowledge of state building beyond existing arguments about the sequencing of 

state building tasks, it mostly ignores recent advances in IR theory that emphasize social 

networks in which actors are embedded. This emergent theoretical framework, a version of 

constructivism called relational institutionalism (relationalism, hereafter), focuses less on actor 

preferences and more on the construction of corporate identities through legitimation processes. 

                                                           
1 See Krasner 1999, 12-24 for a discussion of the various forms of sovereignty. 
2 The historical evolution of these terms is recounted by Fukuyama 2004, 3-8 with state building referring to the 

reconstruction of a pre-war society and institutions while nation building refers more to national development on the 

basis of modernization theory. See also Deutsch 1953. 
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How actors define themselves and gain acceptance of their identity and authority is thus a 

function of their relational position within a network configuration.  

In this paper, I combine relationalism with regional security complex (RSC) theory to 

explain the trajectories and outcomes of state building interventions. The regional structure of 

ties among domestic, intervening, and other external actors determines whether or not nationalist 

elites can legitimate new state institutions and yoke together a coherent national identity. I show 

how high density state building networks (those with few or no structural holes between 

intervening and external actors) create few opportunities for domestic elites to develop 

alternative corporate identities and contest the legitimacy of new institutions. Two ideal-typical 

networks possess high density. These are 1) a simple network that functions as one part of 

hierarchical spoke-and-hub structure developed by Nexon and Wright,3 and 2) a multilateral star-

within-a-wheel structure that includes all major powers in the region who share the same 

representation of the target state’s corporate identity. I further show how the presence of these 

different types of networks depends on the type of RSC and regional order in which the 

intervention takes place. Dense state building networks will emerge in centered RSCs or standard 

RSCs defined by a great power concert while sparse networks will be present in standard RSCs 

defined by conflict formations and regional rivalries. By focusing on relational structures and 

regional complexes, this article demonstrates how diplomatic and geopolitical contexts are the 

most important determinant of post-intervention stability and state capacity.  

The below argument proceeds in the following sections. First, I discuss existing 

explanations of state building outcomes. Then I propose a relational alternative and discuss the 

                                                           
3 Nexon and Wright 2007, 259-260. See also Nexon 2009. 
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regional conditions in which entrepreneurs can legitimate new institutions and identities. I then 

evaluate these ideal types using an analyticist mode of inquiry by performing singular causal 

analyses4 of four cases of state building interventions: Nicaragua (1927-1933), West Germany 

(1945-1955), Bosnia-Herzegovina (1995-present), and Afghanistan (2001-present).  

Existing Scholarship on State Building: Sequencing, Bargaining, and Local Culture 

 The decades after the Cold War saw a series of liberal state building interventions led by 

either the United States or the United Nations. These relied on a theory of transformational 

change grounded in a domestic version of democratic peace theory. If new institutions were 

created based on the principles of free market democracy, social order and peace should follow.5 

As we know now, interventions based on the assumptions of the liberal peace have not improved 

state capacity6 and scholars have debated whether or not the broader peace building agenda has 

failed.7 

Scholars have responded to these outcomes with an entire research agenda examining 

how state building interventions fail to live up to their liberal expectations. Proponents of the 

sequencing thesis made the first major critique by arguing that the shortcomings of state building 

were due to the creation of liberal democratic procedures without first establishing specific 

societal conditions. Paris argues that strong government institutions must be created before 

political and economic liberalization takes place.8 Barnett extends this argument by claiming that 

new institutions themselves must foster representative deliberation and promote public 

                                                           
4 Jackson 2001, Chapter 5. See also Ringer 1997. 
5 Newman 2009, 39. 
6 Lake and Fariss 2014, 12-16 find that UN peacekeeping operations do not improve service delivery. Anecdotal 

evidence from US interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq suggest dramatic failures. 
7 Paris 2010, Richmond 2013.  
8 Paris 2004. 
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argumentation by entrepreneurs who can appeal to cross-factional coalitions within the new 

polity.9 Others also emphasize the importance of security as a basic requirement for the eventual 

emergence of stable institutions and social order.10 Overall, sequencing theory supports 

arguments in favor of an extended period of external control over post-conflict states, a kind of 

neotrusteeship in which interveners adopt similar forms of authority employed during European 

imperialism to realize a new mission civilisatrace.11  

More recently, scholars have developed theoretical alternatives to sequencing that build 

on rational choice and bargaining frameworks. Barnett and Zürcher argue that strategic 

interaction leads intervening actors to accept compromises with local elites that create a façade 

of institutionalized governance yet recognize the latter’s power and authority outside of the 

formal legal rules of the new liberal state.12 Lake and Fariss make a similar argument about the 

limited success of state building due to the divergent preferences of ordinary citizens and 

intervening trustees.13 National entrepreneurs selected by self-interested trustees will only 

provide resources and services to their own followers and not to all citizens in the polity, 

resulting in states that lack legitimacy or institutional capacity. Not all bargaining models are so 

pessimistic. Miller claims that state building can be successful if intervening states apply the 

appropriate amount of resources to change the incentives of domestic elites given the particular 

degree of state failure.14  

                                                           
9 Barnett 2006. 
10 Etzioni 2007, Marten 2007. 
11 Fearon and Latin 2004, Chesterman 2004, Paris 2002. 
12 Barnett and Zürcher 2008. 
13 Lake and Fariss 2014, Lake forthcoming. 
14 Miller 2013. 
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A final set of arguments prioritize local culture and agency. For Fukuyama, state building 

failures are due to the inability of intervening actors to transfer institutional models from one 

country to another solely based on their technical efficiency rather than local norms and values.15 

Others call for more participatory modes of intervention that enable local actors to build 

institutions and direct reconstruction from the bottom-up rather than rely on liberal principles or 

universal technocratic knowledge.16 More radical critiques argue that liberal statebuilding has 

limited the freedom of supposedly sovereign actors and operates as a form of empire.17 Scholars 

advocating for emancipation highlight how resistance to statebuilding requires a post-liberal 

approach to peace, one that is open to hybrid outcomes which diverge from the norms of 

Western democracy and free markets.18 

 These literatures are quite divergent in their metatheoretical assumptions about social life. 

Sequencing theories are consistent with historical institutionalism and implicitly assume that 

state building is a path dependent process sensitive to initial conditions.19 “History matters” 

because of the macro-level context of rules and procedures that define power relations and 

interests of actors in social life. On the other hand, bargaining approaches are based on 

methodological individualism, whereby agents engage in interaction pursuing interests that are 

defined prior to actual bargaining. While cultural and emancipatory arguments suggest that 

intervening states must not force institutional structures upon societies in conflict, they do not 

                                                           
15 Fukuyama 2004, 87-88. I readily acknowledge that placing Fukuyama in the category of cultural theorists 

alongside critical and anti-imperial arguments appears contradictory at first. Nonetheless, his 2004 text explicitly 

rejects any technocratic solutions to state building and does prioritize local norms and values as the basis of 

institutional effectiveness. 
16 Chopra and Hohe 2004, Ghani and Lockhart 2009. 
17 Knaus and Martin 2004, Chandler 2006. 
18 MacGinty 2011, Richmond 2011.  
19 Pierson 2000. 
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account for what social contexts might lead to their use of restraint and permit the bottom-up 

emergence of legitimate institutions.   

A Relational and Regional Approach to State Building 

 Although this body of research roughly defines contemporary research on state building, 

it does not reflect advances in recent scholarly research that emphasizes the importance of social 

ties in determining political outcomes. For example, MacDonald argues that peripheral conquest 

depends upon different combinations of ties between conquerors and local elites as well as 

among those same elites.20 Yet further analysis is needed to explore how the regional context in 

which these actors are embedded can determine their ability to dominate or resist each other. 

Paris has called for new approaches that focus on how geopolitical competition, constitutive 

norms, and the dynamics of political geography can shape interventions.21 Mylonas advances 

nationalism studies in this direction by explaining state policy toward minorities as a function of 

the relationships between the state and regional rivals.22 This work provides a point of departure 

to analyze state building interventions using a social ties approach, but one that can account for 

how regional contexts effect the definition of state institutions and national identities.  

 Relationalism is a theoretical framework based on the work of sociologists Max Weber, 

Georg Simmel, and Charles Tilly.  This approach departs from individualist and reductionist 

assumptions by rejecting the premise that actors have properties within themselves that fix self-

interests and predispose them to take different forms of action.23 Instead, relationalists treat 

actors as social constructs whose identities are not fixed but emerge through processes sustained 

                                                           
20 MacDonald 2014. 
21 Paris 2014. 
22 Mylonas 2013. 
23 Emirbayer 1997, 286-289. 
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by the web of social relationships in which they are embedded.24 Social ties are thus treated as 

the object of analysis because they are channels of social transactions that define and produce 

actor identities linked by those relationships.25 Relationalists expect the corporate existence of 

actors will change as the configuration of social ties in which they are embedded changes as 

well.  

Critical IR theorists have long attacked the discipline’s mainstream theories for ignoring 

the inside/outside distinction and taking boundaries that define state sovereignty for granted.26 

Relationalism focuses precisely on such boundaries by explaining them as the process of 

legitimation, or the “drawing and (re)establishing boundaries, ruling some courses of action 

acceptable and others unacceptable.”27 Networks of ties establish categorical identities by 

providing relational channels through which actors exchange representations about Self and 

Other and determine their capacities for social mobilization. 28  An actor’s position within a 

relational network provides it with a range of representations with which it can negotiate role 

expectations and categorical boundaries with others through pathways of interaction.  

Two related mechanisms are especially important in understanding how network 

configurations create opportunities and constraints among actors. The first is brokerage, which 

refers to when one actor connects two previously unconnected social sites. Brokerage enables the 

most connected actor to draw upon ideas and resources from multiple actors and their networks 

by bridging structural holes, which refer to the absence of social ties between sites or networks.29 

                                                           
24 Jackson and Nexon 1999, 302-303. 
25 Nexon 2010, 113. 
26 Walker 1989, Weber 1994. 
27 Jackson 2006, 16. 
28 Tilly 1978 describes the relationship between categories and networks as a ‘catnet’. See also Nexon 2010, 113-

114. 
29 Burt 1995. 
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Actors who occupy brokerage positions can engage in multivocal signaling, or “robust action”, a 

strategy in which different representations of Self and Other are offered to preserve one’s 

independence.30 The mechanism known as yoking is particularly important in legitimating 

identities and authority relations between a political actor who claims state sovereignty and a 

group of actors she represents as a single nation. Yoking refers to how otherwise segmented 

categorical identities are homogenized by the expansion of a single identity and the dissolution 

of social boundaries that maintain group differences.31 When such actors define and 

institutionalize the terms of transactions across boundaries that separate one group from another, 

the newly integrated network and categorical identity acquires the corporate properties of a 

state.32 

A relational approach advances our understanding of how interaction affects the very 

existence of social agents involved in state building interventions. This perspective moves far 

beyond the methodological individualism of bargaining approaches. Interaction is not simply 

about the strategic manipulation of an actor’s external environment to alter its internal cost-

benefit analysis. If agents are negotiating the very terms of corporate identity through their 

relationships with others, then a relational analysis is needed that examines how identity emerges 

both endogenously and exogenously due to transactions among them: “from the inside out” and 

“from the outside in” are one and the same.33 Relationalism also improves upon historical 

institutionalism by treating institutions that create path dependency as “ligatures” which are 

                                                           
30 Ansell and Padgett 1993, 1262-1264; see also Nexon and Wright 2007, 264; Nexon 2009, 114-115. 
31 Jackson and Nexon 1999, 316; Nexon 2009, 46-47; Goddard 2009, 36-38; see also Abbott 1995. 
32 Nexon 2009, 46; see also Tilly 1999. 
33 For a discussion of the need to analyze the effects of interaction on social agents and the “outside in/inside out” 

distinction, see Cederman and Daase 2003. On the simultaneous endogenous and exogenous construction of identity 

through social transactions, see Jackson and Nexon 1999, 296-298. 
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embedded in a structure of relations.34 An analysis of legitimation claims does allow actors to be 

locked-in to particular identities and relationships,35 but it also gives actors room for agency and 

highlights the contingency of historical events since there are multiple representations of Self 

and Other from which they can initially choose.36 And while ideas are certainly important, 

conventional constructivism37 fails to account for the relational conditions in which ideas can (or 

cannot) be transformative. Relationalism thus offers a more realist account of the spread of ideas 

which specifies how power is a function of one’s network position.38 

State Building Networks: Actors and Properties 

 If applied to state building interventions, relationalism can help scholars analyze the 

emergence of national identities and state institutions. Rather than simply taking the legitimacy 

of states for granted due to democratic processes, relationalism allows us to problematize the 

state’s existence by empirically examining how actor boundaries are drawn and legitimated 

through social transactions.39 We can theorize which state building networks will be more 

conducive to the emergence of stable states by employing an analytic mode of inquiry that 

evaluates ideal-typical models of reality that enable scholars to imagine how a phenomenon 

might exist given the presence of specific hypothesized factors. Thus, a relational analysis of 

state building must identify which configurations of social ties, or state building networks, create 

opportunities and constraints for nationalist entrepreneurs to legitimate their rule and integrate 

actors into a single national community. A state building network consists of four types of actors. 

                                                           
34 The treatment of institutions of ligatures is originally made by Katznelson (1997). Nexon (2009, 14) combines this 

historical institutionalist focus with a sociological emphasis on network structures in his full discussion of relational 

institutionalism. 
35 Goddard 2009, 30-38. 
36 Jackson 2006, 33-40; Nexon 2009; 34. 
37 Wendt 1999, for example. 
38 Jackson and Nexon 2004. 
39 Andersen 2012, 215-216. 



Pampinella                             Relationalism and State Building Interventions 11 

Domestic actors in the target state include nationalist elites who claim post-intervention 

sovereignty and subnational elites who lead a particular social group. External actors include 

intervening states which initiated the intervention as well as relevant states which possess pre-

existing ties to domestic actors but are not participants in the intervention. The configuration of 

ties between and among these actors will determine the dynamics of bargaining and negotiation 

about the target state’s social boundaries, rights, and authority.  

 So what properties of state building networks will constrain or create opportunities for 

yoking? Network density among external states and the nationalist entrepreneur is the essential 

property, which refers to the number of ties divided by the number of possible ties among 

sovereigns.40 If a state building network is dense, then intervening actors which possess ties to 

domestic actors in the target state all participate in the intervention and collectively recognize its 

new corporate identity. The joint articulation of convergent boundaries will constrain the kinds 

of identities that nationalist entrepreneurs can invoke to legitimate their own authority by 

denying recognition to alternative representations. Whereas national entrepreneurs would possess 

high centrality because of their connections to all actors in the network, subnationals would 

possess low centrality and be isolated from external ties. 41 Their lack of connections will thus 

prevent them from resisting nationalist yoking and will be forced to define their identity within 

the terms established by nationalist legitimation claims.  

 The opposite is true for sparse (low density) state building networks which lack full 

participation from states with ties to domestic actors. These networks possess structural holes 

which can be exploited by subnational entrepreneurs to resist nationalist legitimation claims. By 

                                                           
40 Wasserman and Faust 1994, 101-102. 
41 On centrality, see Wasserman and Faust 1994, 178. 
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forging brokerage ties with relevant states not included in the state building network and which 

may view the new state’s identity as a threat, subnational entrepreneurs can reinforce their own 

subnational boundaries and mobilize resistance to state institutions.  

Regional Dynamics of Simple or Multilateral State Building Networks 

In terms of theorizing ideal-typical state building networks, the presence of high network 

density serves as the adequately causal factor: we cannot imagine a successful state building 

intervention without its presence.42 Yet the actual configuration of ties in each case requires an 

account of the regional context in which the intervention takes place. Regional security complex 

(RSC) theory enables us to analyze the different forms of regional relationships with a typology 

of security interdependence patterns. Depending on the pattern of regional order (conflict 

formation, security regime, or a security community) as well as the region’s type of security 

complex (centered or standard/great power),43 high density configurations may be present within 

one region and time but not another. Simply put: as regional complexity increases, we should 

also expect the complexity of an ideal-typical state building network to increase as well. Two 

ideal-typical networks can be imagined that maintain high density amid different levels of 

regional complexity.  

                                                           
42 On establishing analyticist causation, see Jackson 2011, 150. 
43 These patterns of regional orders and types of security complexes are discussed in Buzan and Waever 2003, 53-54 

and more extensively in Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde 1998. Although I do not rely so much on Lake and Morgan’s 

discussion of RSCs, I do privilege their assumption that RSC boundaries are not exclusive and can be porous, contra 

Buzan and Waever. Lake 2009, 35, footnote 1 also discusses the differences over the two theories’ inclusion of 

extraregional powers in an RSC as mostly semantic and accepts the concepts of penetration and overlay. I also 

accept that Lake and Morgan’s coding of different types of regional orders to be equivalent to those of Buzan and 

Waever . See Lake 2009, 54. 
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The first ideal type resembles one spoke of a rimless-hub-and-spoke network that Nexon 

and Wright develop as an ideal form of empire.44 In such a configuration, there are no relevant 

external actors whose ties to subnational entrepreneurs can enable the latter to resist and 

challenge the state’s new identity. The intervening state effectively imposes a representation of 

corporate identity onto a nationalist entrepreneur, who also lacks other relational ties or 

representations to draw upon. If any subnational entrepreneurs resist being yoked into the new 

identity of the nationalist entrepreneur, their attempt at resistance will be crushed since they lack 

any connection to other external actors.  

A simple state building network produces a stable new state in a unipolar centered RSC, 

in which the region’s dominant power will be the only actor capable of a state building 

intervention. A unilateral intervention by that power will not be contested by any other state in 

the region since all are subject to its hegemonic influence as well as its definition of their 

corporate identities. No brokerage opportunities will exist for subnational elites who seek to 

resist nationalists and undermine their legitimation claims. The outcome of the intervention will 

be the eventual stabilization of the target state, and the possible emergence of a non-

institutionalized security community guaranteed by the hegemony of the unipole.45 Relations will 

be defined in terms of amity rather than enmity. 

 In regional complexes with multiple powers, a rimless-hub-and-spoke model will not 

constitute a nationalist entrepreneur with the ability to engage in yoking. Instead, high density 

and low subnational centrality can only be maintained through a star-within-a-wheel structure, 

                                                           
44 Due to space constraints, I am not addressing the question of whether or not state building interventions are 

imperialism and am focused on addressing the outcomes of such interventions.  
45 On security communities, see Adler and Barnett 1998. Lake 2009, 56 demonstrates how security communities 

tend to emerge out of hierarchical relations yet do not necessarily require a shared culture among all states.  
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one that links all external actors together in a clique and embeds the nationalist entrepreneur 

within a network configuration of ties among all external actors.  

 

A star-within-a-wheel configuration can emerge among two types of regional complexes. 

The first is a standard/great power security regime in which all regional powers participate in the 

intervention as a concert defined by weak informal ties of cooperation. They represent the target 

state with the same corporate identity, although each preserves its own unique cultural identity. 

The new corporate identity of the target state is articulated in such a way that preserves the 

balance of power among intervening states and does not threaten any one of them at the other’s 

expense. Because a star-within-a-wheel network includes all regional powers and closes all 

structural holes, national and subnational entrepreneurs have no brokerage opportunities to 

develop alternative identities to those imposed by intervening states. Subnational entrepreneurs 

would thus be incapable of strongly delegitimizing the new state. 

The other star-within-a-wheel configuration can emerge in a security community defined 

by stronger ties among regional powers than those of a security regime. Rather than a regional 
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concert which seeks to preserve a balance of power, a security community functions as a 

constitutional order in which states willingly join regional institutions that require commitments 

and restraints regarding their use of power relative to each other.46  All external actors are 

strongly tied to each other and share a transnational communal identity, thereby limiting each’s 

freedom of action and the ability of any one to dominate and exploit others in the network, 

including the nationalist elite of the target state.47  

 By highlighting which network configurations can produce stable states in different 

regional complexes and orders, we can also specify when interventions will fail. In a 

standard/great power RSC, a state building intervention that does not include all regional powers 

will produce a fragmented, low density network that disrupts the regional balance and increases 

competition within it. The network’s structural holes can then be exploited by excluded states 

who are threatened by the target state’s new identity and form brokerage ties with resistant 

subnational elites. New state institutions will be fragile since nationalist elites will lack necessary 

relationships to legitimate their authority and yoke all domestic actors into a new identity.  

The trajectories and outcomes of these intervention scenarios must also account for the 

prospect of RSC transformation.48 State building interventions can occur in the context of both 

status quo and transformative conditions. Internal RSC transformation is possible if a fragmented 

state building network becomes truly multilateral as relations of enmity become more amicable 

over time. The region would then shift from a conflict formation to a security regime or even a 

security community as relations evolve into either a concert or an institutionalized collective 

                                                           
46 Ikenberry 2000, 29-37. 
47 Krackhardt 1999, 186 explains how these Simmelian ties can constrain actors: a clique of three of more actors 

which possess strong ties constrains the individuality of each and limits competitiveness since because each actor’s 

group identity is regulated by ties to at least two others. 
48 Buzan and Waever 2003, 53. 
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identity. Such a transformation would require new cooperative ties among regional powers that 

close structural holes and deny brokerage opportunities to national and subnational 

entrepreneurs. If a regional power concert collapses, the RSC would degrade from a security 

regime to a conflict formation. The former consensus about the corporate identity of the new 

state would also unravel as enmity at the regional level would polarize domestic actors along 

corresponding relations of enmity. Nationalist legitimation claims would no longer unite the 

country, making possible either state collapse once the intervention ends or partition if the state 

is geographically positioned across a new subregional boundary.49 The remaining two (or more) 

states can survive with stable legitimation claims as long as they are completely absorbed within 

one regional pole. Table 1 illustrates these different relational and regional possibilities. 

Evaluating Ideal-Typical State Building Networks: Four Analytic Narratives 

 The relational approach outlined above can be evaluated by applying it to different 

episodes of state building interventions. Singular causal analysis enables us to refine these ideal-

types of state building networks (especially the star-within-a-wheel configuration) and evaluate 

alternative theories of state building outcomes discussed earlier (sequencing, interactive 

bargaining, local culture) as well as MacDonald’s social ties approach. Below, I develop four 

short analytic narratives to evaluate these ideal-typical networks and existing theories of state 

building interventions. These narratives use primary and secondary sources to illustrate the ties 

between and among external and domestic actors as well as the representations of each other’s 

identities. I have selected these four cases (Nicaragua, West Germany, Bosnia, and Afghanistan) 

                                                           
49 A once indivisible territory would thus become divisible, the opposite scenario discussed by Goddard 2009 but 

occurring due to the same mechanisms. 
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because they demonstrate the full range of relational configurations and regional complexes 

illustrated in Table 1 while varying in terms of their trajectories and outcomes.  

Nicaragua, 1927-193350 

On January 10, 1927, President Calvin Coolidge announced a United States Navy 

deployment to Nicaragua to end its civil war among its Conservative and Liberal parties. 

Coolidge justifies American action based on the 1923 Washington Treaty of Amity, in which 

                                                           
50 Some might object that I mark the beginning of the Nicaraguan intervention in 1927 rather than in 1912, when the 

United States first deploys Marines for the purpose of defending American property and individuals to support the 

same Adolfo Diaz of the 1926 civil war against a liberal rebellion. This deployment ends in 1925, marking the end 

of that intervention and separating it from the new US deployment in 1927. Miller also codes the second 

intervention as state building but for somewhat different reasons, namely the United States more expansive, 

modernizing war aims of the United States as well as its “non-partisan” role as mediator of the second civil war. See 

Miller 2013, 221. 



Pampinella                             Relationalism and State Building Interventions 18 

Central American States agree to recognize governments as sovereign on the condition that they 

are democratically elected, and a “moral obligation” of the United States to “apply its 

principles.”51 He further indicates that Mexico had violated these regional terms of by providing 

material support to the rebellion. For Nicaraguan President Adolfo Diaz, intervention by the 

United States “would be preferable to Mexican domination,”52 a rival power whose atheistic 

revolutionary socialist regime was seen an extension of Soviet influence and threatened 

American access to the Panama Canal.53 The Mexican government led by Plutarco Elías Calles 

did, in fact, provide material and financial support to the mostly liberal rebellion as a way to 

expand Mexican influence in the region and undermine Nicaragua’s conservatives.54 The 

prospect of regional competition is certainly evident among two states which represent 

themselves with rival identities: a liberal capitalist United States asserting itself against a 

socialist and anti-imperialist Mexico.  

These regional rivalries demonstrate a sparse network configuration as US Marines are 

deployed to Nicaragua on January 24 alongside Colonel Henry Stimson, who sought a negotiated 

settlement among the warring parties. Stimson’s mediation concludes with the Tipitapa 

Agreement, which stipulates both the terms of the peace and the rights of the Marines during the 

next six years. For the Americans, the occupation was an opportunity to modernize what they 

saw as Nicaragua’s corrupt and feudal system of caudillo domination.55 The US Marines had 

broad powers, including control over the electoral missions which ran the 1928, 1930, and 1932 

elections. Despite the presence of Liberal and Conservatives on mission boards, the Marines 

                                                           
51 U.S. Congress 1927. 
52 FRUS 1927, 285. 
53 Horn 1975, 39. 
54 Buchenau 1996, 168-169. 
55 Gobat 2008, 205. 
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controlled all aspects of the electoral process, including voter registration, balloting and results 

certification, and a de facto veto over candidate nominations by party. For Jose Maria Moncada, 

the liberal nominee for President and military commander of the 1926-1927 rebellion, the 

Americans were “extending us their hand in the development of Republican institutions, by 

means of a true and honest electoral liberty…”56 Although these powers prevented voter 

intimidation by the conservative caudillos, they also blocked the emergence of a third parties like 

the Partido Autonomista, which sought a corporatist, Catholic dictatorship as opposed to 

militarized US rule.57 The result of the elections was the election of Moncada in both the 1928 

and 1930 elections.  

 The creation of a new constabulary force called the Guardia Nacional was the other 

means by which the Marines would modernize Nicaragua. The Guardia was intended to be an 

apolitical security force which protected Nicaraguans from caudillo predations and composed 

mostly of lower-class, pro-American Nicaraguans.58 During the occupation, the Guardia was 

commanded by the American Marine commander and partnered with Marines to fight bandits in 

the Segovia mountain region, many of whom were led by Augusto Sandino, the only rebel 

commander from the 1926-1927 conflict who refused the Tipitapa Agreement. Sandino was a 

dedicated communist who fought on behalf of anti-imperialism and socialism. In their 

counterinsurgency campaign against Sandino, the Guardia and the Marines established rural 

control through informers, paramilitaries, and civic projects that expanded public services to 

civilians.59 More generally, the Guardia took over police and juridical functions otherwise 

performed by local officials and became the primary interlocutor between the state and 
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Nicaraguan peasants, thereby mobilizing Nicaraguan society behind the new, “modern” 

institutions of the American occupation.  

 The existence of anti-regime elites such as the autonomistas and Sandino made possible 

an oppositional coalition which could have thrived with support from a foreign broker. But after 

1928, Mexican interest in challenging the United States had evaporated. After the occupation 

began, the Mexican government did not want to give Washington a reason to extend its presence. 

In addition, Mexico had finally regained US diplomatic recognition in 1926 following the 1911 

revolution and had resolved its existing oil dispute with the United States over nationalization 

with the 1928 Calles-Morrow agreement.60 Rather than jeopardize these developments, Mexico 

prevented Sandino from brokering a radical-nationalist revolutionary coalition to challenge the 

new state’s legitimation claims. When Sandino travels to Mexico in 1928 seeking asylum but 

also military and financial assistance, the Mexican government prevents him from building 

popular support for his rebellion and keeps him under house arrest.61 Such actions were taken 

after a request by the State Department to constrain him based on Mexico’s “moral 

responsibility” not to worsen the situation in Nicaragua.62 In his absence, Sandino’s forces 

employed extreme violence in the name of revolution that alienated potential anti-American 

allies.  In his farewell address at the end of his term in late 1932, President Moncada continued to 

establish Sandino and the anti-property principles of communist ideology as opposed to the 

Nicaraguan nation: “fathers of families who tomorrow will not know how to explain to their sons 

why they profess the practices of communism, and not doctrines which will keep them from the 

road to ruin.”63  
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Domestic opposition eventually leads the United States to end its occupation of 

Nicaragua in 1933, leading Sandino to lay down his arms and end the rebellion. Part of 

Sandino’s initial reintegration into Nicaraguan society involves an agreement between himself 

and new President Juan Batista Sacasa to reform the Guardia in exchange over national 

oversight of Sandino’s followers, as demanded by Guardia chief Antonio Somoza Garcia, a pro-

American ally of Moncada. Rather than accept Sandino into the national community, the 

Guardia kills Sandino and wipes out his remaining followers in February 1934.64 After Sandino 

declares himself to be a “rationalist communist” in 1933, conservative elites opposed to political 

and cultural Americanization could no longer represent him as a fellow nationalist. Some 

conservatives even welcome his killing and the elimination of his political movement following 

the Guardia’s publication of a clandestine plan by Sandino to lead a new leftist uprising.65  

 Overall, American hegemony within a centered RSC ensured that initial sparseness of the 

Nicaraguan state building network would give way to greater density over time. For the 

Nicaraguan opposition, this meant an absence of external ties which would enable them to broker 

domestic support. Sandino thus remained vulnerable to repression after the American occupation 

ended on the basis of the anti-communist legitimation claims inherited from Moncada (and 

consistent with an American-aligned identity). Although Nicaraguan democracy collapses as 

Somoza becomes an autocrat, the Guardia survives and goes unchallenged as the new Roosevelt 

administration moves toward the Good Neighbor policy. 

West Germany  
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 The formation of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) after World War II is 

historically seen as an archetypical example of successful US state building. As Jackson 

demonstrates, constructing the new boundaries of the FRG was by no means preordained when 

Nazi Germany fell to the Allies in May 1945.66 Initially, the European RSC is organized as a 

great power concert among the victorious United States, United Kingdom and the Soviet Union, 

who rely on the Morgenthau Plan to define Germany as a weak demilitarized and industrialized 

state which can never again threaten European order. This state building network formalizes its 

consensus at the Potsdam Conference, but unravels as American authorities face coal and food 

shortages that threaten the stability of its occupied territories. Faced with such challenges, 

American military and civilian officials sought to begin the reconstruction of Germany’s 

economy by providing aid and assistance.67 A shift toward reconstruction was opposed by 

France, which was included as an occupation authority after Potsdam but wanted its 

reconstruction to proceed first.68 At the same time, the Soviet Union unilaterally developed a 

planned economy in its occupation zone, halted food and coal transfers to others, and forced the 

local Social Democratic and Communist parties to merge into the Socialist Unity Party in April 

1946.69  

In spite of these differences, Secretary of State James Byrnes challenges the Morgenthau-

inspired consensus when he restates German policy in September 1946 by proposing economic 

reconstruction via centralized financial and infrastructural institutions across all zones of allied 

control as well as self-government over a unified Germany.70 Byrnes’ shift toward centralization 
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occurs while relations between the United States, United Kingdom, and Soviet Union become 

increasingly hostile. George Kennan’s “Long Telegram” and Winston Churchill’s “Iron Curtain” 

speech demarcate two geographic spaces – the “West” as a region with a shared past governed 

by liberal democracy threatened by an “East” which sought to spread totalitarianism and 

communism. This representation of a divided Europe rationalizes containment as well as the 

Truman Doctrine, in which the United States provided aid to Greece and Turkey to prevent the 

spread of totalitarianism. It also sets the stage for the Marshall Plan, which provided aid to any 

European state which requested it “so as to permit the emergence of political and social 

conditions in which free institutions can exist.”71 Since the United States was now defined as part 

of the same Western civilization as free European states, anticommunism required a long-term 

commitment to the region and its new Atlantic allies.72  

American and Soviet disagreements about Germany’s participation in the Marshall Plan 

led to the final collapse of the existing state building network as the November 1947 London 

Council of Ministers (CFM) ended in acrimony. But it made possible the emergence of a new 

‘Western’ network of strong ties which included Germany as an equal among the United States, 

United Kingdom, and France, all of whom adopted a shared identity. After the collapse of the 

November CFM meeting, British Foreign Minister Anthony Bevin committed to “The Western 

Union” as the objective of British foreign policy: “We must organize and consolidate the ethical 

and spiritual forces inherent in this western civilization of which we are the chief 

protagonists…by creating some form of union in Western Europe…backed by the Americas and 

the Dominions.”73 Germany had already been represented as part of the West by Konrad 
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Adenauer and the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) in 1946. By invoking the “Christian 

Occident,” CDU officials yoked Catholics, Protestants and German progressives together as part 

of a single nation rooted in Latin and Greek cultural traditions shared by the newly defined 

Western allies, including the prosperous United States.74 As for France, Adenauer implored 

Germany’s old adversary “to win the Germans spiritually for itself” by allowing the latter to 

participate in the Marshall Plan.75 After the Soviet Union’s rejection of the Marshall Plan and 

French claims on the Saar region at the November 1947 CFM, French Foreign Minister Georges 

Bidault accepts German reconstruction while abandoning his preexisting neutrality in the US-

Soviet dispute. In his speech to the French National Assembly in February 1948, Bidault claims 

that “the solution – and there is no other – is the integration of a peaceful Germany in a united 

Europe.”76  

Once all four states adopted the same shared identity, they could finally agree upon the 

structure of a new German state as a federal republic with its own taxation powers, a directly 

elected Bundestag, an International Authority of the Ruhr (IAR) to manage the region’s 

industrial production, and an Office of Military Security to oversee German demilitarization. 

This formulation enabled France to abandon its quest for a decentralized German state while 

retaining the Saar and the ability to influence its new partner within international institutions, 

including the European Coal and Steel Community (the successor to the IAR) and the 

Organization for European Economic Cooperation (which administered Marshall Plan aid). An 

assembly whose members were elected by each German state parliament then developed a new 
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constitutional document, but only after the Minister-Presidents insisted that it be named a Basic 

Law to recognize that eventual reunification was possible.77 

The success of German state building occurs in a context of both regional transformation 

and the formation of a new, more restricted high density state building network that closed off all 

structural holes as well as brokerage opportunities for Adenauer’s rivals. The most obvious threat 

was the Communist Party of Germany (KPD), which entirely rejected West Germany but lost 

any ties to the Soviet Union after the region splits into two subcomplexes. When the KPD is 

banned by the Bundestag in 1956, its lack of contact with East Germany left it entirely isolated. 

While the Social Democratic Party became the main opposition to the CDU, attempts by its 

leader, Kurt Schumacher, to define German identity as uniquely different from both East and 

West and thus neutral in the US-Soviet conflict ultimately fail. In the context of an emerging 

Western identity, no external actors recognize this representation of a socialist Germany between 

the capitalist United States and communist Soviet Union. With no other vision for reconstructing 

Germany, Schumacher had to accept Marshall Plan aid and merely offer a socialist alternative 

within the bounds of Christian democracy.78 Schumacher’s proposal falls on deaf ears even in 

Britain, whose Labour party government should have been open to a socialist Europe. Instead, 

Anthony Bevin sought to maintain Britain as an imperial power equal to the United States and 

Soviet Union but still wanted to align Britain against the latter, a “fast increasing threat to 

Western civilization” that undermined economic growth and sought control over all of Eurasia.79 

Given this context, Bevin proposed that Great Britain join with France and the Benelux states 

rather than pursue a neutral and socialist Europe.80 The “Third Force” Europe concept thus went 
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nowhere.  

Bosnia 

State building in Bosnia and Herzegovina (‘Bosnia’ hereafter) begins following the end 

of the Yugoslavian civil war. Bosnia’s Muslim leadership declared independence in 1992 and 

defined the country in multiethnic terms, yet its Serb and Croat minorities instead sought 

exclusive ethnonationalist rule as extensions of neighboring Serbia and Croatia. The war itself 

ends in December 1995 with the Dayton Peace Accords, which includes a new constitution for a 

liberal democratic Bosnian state organized as a consociational federation. After the war 

(including a NATO intervention against the Serbs), Western states sought to integrate the 

Balkans into European institutions and ensure compliance with Dayton through progressively 

more intrusive international administration. The intervention in Bosnia is thus part of a broader 

regional transformation of the Balkans and their partial absorption into a European-centered 

RSC. 

The Dayton Accords established a new institution known as the Office of the High 

Representative as the authority responsible for overseeing the implementation of Dayton and 

achieving the objectives of the Peace Implementation Council, the coalition of Atlantic states 

which conducted the intervention and periodically reviewed Bosnia’s reconstruction. OHR 

initially directed and coordinated all liberal peacebuilding activities among the many 

international organizations and NGOs participating in Bosnia’s post-conflict reconstruction. The 

PIC strengthened the legal authority of OHR to ensure compliance with Dayton in December 

1997. Known as ‘the Bonn Powers,’ OHR was empowered to enact laws by decree, dismiss 

elected officials or state bureaucrats, and appoint international technocrats to decision-making 
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bodies alongside representatives from each constituent community.81 These forms of direct 

administration were an institutional-legal means of regulating Bosnian society in a way 

consistent with the Dayton requirements and EU accession processes.82   

The strengthening of OHR was an attempt to cope with resistance by Bosnia’s ethnic 

elites, which consistently undermined Western efforts at state building by mobilizing followers 

through ethnically-based wartime political parties. These included the Serb Democratic Party 

(SDS) and the Bosnian Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ-BiH), which were initially extensions 

of overlapping political and criminal networks centered around Belgrade and Zagreb. This 

informal political economy survived the end of the war and provided Bosnian wartime elites with 

resources they used to maintain their authority in spite of the Dayton agreement.83 The overall 

relational context of Bosnia was thus a fragmented state building network defined by low density 

among external actors and brokerage ties between Serbian and Croatian elites and ethnic 

counterparts in Bosnia. Subnational elites and international observers have argued that OHR 

acted without any legitimate authority or accountability since Bosnian leaders rejected many of 

its initiatives.84 But in terms of legitimation, ethnic elites’ ties to wartime networks across the 

region enabled them to resist the construction of a multiethnic identity by OHR. 

Some OHR actions actually enhanced the ability of ethnic elites to maintain their own 

categorical identities. The privatization of state-owned enterprises enabled corruption by 

ethnonationalist elites and the redistribution of resources through patron-client networks.85 Other 

OHR initiatives sought to centralize authority and weaken the consociational entities. OHR’s 
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attempt to centralize policing in preparation for the negotiation of a Stablization and Association 

Agreement with the EU86 was successfully blocked by the Republika Srpska, which never agreed 

to constitutional changes requires for such a reform.87 OHR also directly confronted the wartime 

parties for undermining Dayton and its authority. In 2001, HDZ-BiH and Croatian officials 

attempted to declare a new third entity based on their wartime institutions, including a Croat 

National Assembly. OHR responded with 14 disciplinary actions including the dismissal of Ante 

Jelavic, the Croatian member of Bosnian’s tripartite presidency.88 In 2004, OHR reduced and 

suspended funding transfers for HDZ and related parties for failing to integrate schools 

previously separated among Croats and Bosniacs.89 OHR further blocked SDS from accessing to 

its own funds90 and took 91 disciplinary actions including many removals of Serbs from public 

office assisting war criminals indicted by the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 

Yugoslavia.91  

Over time, the integration of post-Yugoslav states in the European RSC has corresponded 

with a partial decline in the resistance of ethnic elites to Dayton. Since the end of the war, 

Croatian nationalism has weakened significantly while the wartime HDZ has become a pro-

European center-right party.92 In the same year that Croatia joined the EU, the Croatian member 

of Bosnia’s presidency renounced any claim to a third Croat entity and accepted the 

constitutional legitimacy of the Croat-Bosniac Federation.93 This partial integration of the region 
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dovetailed with OHR’s attempt to cultivate moderate ethnic elites, but the example of Milorad 

Dodik illustrates how this strategy backfired. After Dayton, Dodik’s Alliance of Independent 

Social Democrats (SNSD) emerged as a minor rival to SDS and was strongly supported by the 

international community as a moderate representative of Bosnian Serbs. But during the failed 

attempt at constitutional reform and state centralization in 2006, Dodik defines himself as a 

defender of RS autonomy and leads SNSD to displace SDS as the dominant Serb party in the 

elections of the same year. Since 2006, Dodik has repeatedly argued that the situation in 

Republika Srpska is analogous to Kosovo, and if the latter is permitted to hold a referendum on 

independence, so should the former.94 While Serbia itself has moved somewhat away from 

extreme nationalism in its push to join the European Union, Dodik has received consistent 

diplomatic support from a resurgent Russia, which became more assertive in its regional posture 

since 2008 and has sought to reestablish its role as a defender of Slavic interests. Russia has also 

called for OHR to be closed,95 while Dodik recently prevented Bosnia from participating in 

European Union sanctions against Russia for annexing Crimea from Ukraine in 2014.96 Despite 

Serbia’s move toward Europe, renewed enmity between the US/EU and Moscow has created a 

conflict formation in Eastern Europe that perpetuates a low density state building network and 

legitimates Dodik’s maintenance of a segmented Bosnian Serb identity.  

Afghanistan 

Afghanistan sits at the border between multiple RSCs, including the Middle East, South 

Asia, and Central Asia. These regional orders are characterized by polarization and enmity 
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among rivals (India and Pakistan) and rising middle powers which seek to increase their regional 

influence (Turkey and Iran). When the United States launches its intervention in October 2001, it 

exacerbates competition among these states and encourages alternative representations of Afghan 

identity consistent with their enmity and rivalry relative to each other.  

The United States initially sought to build a new Afghan state using a “nation-building 

lite” strategy, in which it relied on local elites to achieve its objectives.97 It designated Hamid 

Karzai, a Pashtun who infiltrated southern Afghanistan with covert US support, to become 

interim president after the fall of the Taliban and eventually the Islamic Republic of 

Afghanistan’s first elected president in 2004. But the United States also partnered with warlords 

in the opposition Northern Alliance who received support from other states in the region. For 

example, Abdul Rashid Dostum and Ismail Khan used resources provided by the United States to 

rebuild patron-client networks and define their own local authority. Although both lost US 

support over time, their political authority was recognized by Turkey and Iran, respectively, 

which enabled them to maintain their own autonomy from Karzai and preserve their unique 

identities and freedom of action.98 Panjshiri Tajiks led by Mohammed Qasim Fahim were also 

backed by the United States but had historically been clients of India, Russia, and Iran. For those 

states, the Tajiks functioned as a local ally which limited the strength of the Taliban, itself 

cultivated by Pakistan to give it strategic depth in case of a war with India.99 Tajik autonomy 

forced Karzai to co-opt them with control of the Defense Ministry and the Afghan National 

Army which were then staffed with Tajiks while excluding Pashtuns. In southern Afghanistan, 

Gul Agha Sherzai takes control of Kandahar city despite Karzai’s designation of Mullah Naqib 
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as the provincial governor. Sherzai took the city with material support from the United States, 

which then used revenue gained from construction contracts made with the Americans to build 

his own patron-client network at the expense of Naqib’s followers.100 These ties from intervening 

and relevant states to subnational elites prevented Karzai from ever assuming a central position 

in the emerging post-2001 Afghan polity. 

Unable to establish formal institutional authority, Karzai resorts to an informal “shadow 

viceroy” strategy101 based on his own personal allies in provinces across Afghanistan. These 

elites built their own influence by distributing resources and revenue from the opium and 

smuggling trade among local patron-client networks while excluding and repressing potential 

rivals of other tribes.102 Karzai himself received millions of US dollars from Iran since 2003 and 

used these funds to bribe local tribal elders and members of parliament.103 Following US 

President George W. Bush’s “Axis of Evil” speech and the invasion of Iraq, the growing tension 

between Iran and the United States created an opportunity for Karzai to establish his own 

independence. 

However, Pashtuns excluded from Karzai’s informal patronage network would eventually 

turn to the Taliban, whose leadership fled to Pakistan after their defeat in 2001. Based on an 

identity of Pashtun nationalism and Islam, the Taliban called upon the “Mujahed People of 

Afghanistan” to fulfill their duty to resist “American-trained servants” who betray fellow 

Muslims in their collaboration with non-Muslim Americans.104 These claims were diffused 
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among Pashtuns linked by clerical and religious leaders and became more resonant in the wake 

US and NATO military operations which sometimes resulted in civilian casualties.105 The 

resurgent movement was strengthened through brokerage ties with the Pakistani Inter-Services 

Intelligence Directorate (ISI), which again sought to exercise influence in Afghanistan through 

the Taliban and allied militant groups such as the Haqqani network.106 This network, made 

possible by Pakistani brokerage, defined an alternative Afghan identity in opposition to the 

government that eroded its legitimation claims and its ability to protect ordinary Afghans. 

 By 2009, the Taliban and its allies had developed into a strong insurgency. Karzai’s 

weakening authority was compounded by his fraudulent victory in the presidential elections of 

the same year. To reassert state control and promote governance reforms, the United States and 

its allies launched a comprehensive counterinsurgency campaign across Afghanistan while 

significantly increasing development assistance and anti-corruption initiatives. Yet despite these 

increasing resources, the Afghan state and intervening forces failed to agree upon shared 

legitimation claims. The entire NATO counterinsurgency campaign was planned without input 

from Karzai, who in turn rejects any role as a “willing partner” in NATO’s attempt to defeat the 

Taliban and reform state institutions.107 Tactics such as night raids and air bombardments which 

killed civilians aggravated the Karzai government. When attempts to enforce rule of law and 

anti-corruption measures threaten Karzai’s own governmental clients and patrimonial networks, 

he undermined and greatly limited the oversight functions of NATO-supported agencies.108 

Karzai’s own discourse turns strongly against the United States and NATO. In 2011, he justifies 

his call for an end to airstrikes since the United States displayed “the behavior of an 
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occupation,”109 rhetoric similar to that of the Taliban. Regardless of the additional resources 

invested by the United States in Afghanistan, Karzai remained unable to legitimate his authority 

relative to subnational warlords and yoke together an identity that was consistently supported by 

external powers. 

Karzai stepped down after two terms in 2013 and was succeeded by former Finance 

Minister Ashraf Ghani, who formed a National Unity Government with his election opponent 

Abdullah Abdullah and his Tajik allies. Rampant fraud was again alleged by both sides who saw 

the election as a competition over control of patronage opportunities. Since Ghani’s assumption 

of power, the National Unity Government has broken down amid disagreements about 

appointments to governance ministries while Ghani has sought to implement reforms rather than 

govern on the basis of cooption and patronage. The result has been the alienation of elites who 

previously enjoyed state spoils, some of whom joined the Taliban.110 Ghani did attempt a 

regional solution by convening the Quadrilateral Coordiantion Group, which included 

Afghanistan, Pakistan, China and the United States to foster a peace agreement with the Taliban. 

But after the Taliban launched a complex attack against Kabul in April 2016, Ghani took a hard 

line against the Taliban and accused Pakistan of continuing to destabilize Afghanistan.111 The 

Afghan state remains dysfunctional and vulnerable to collapse under the weight of a 

strengthening Taliban insurgency and loss of elite support. The region itself remains defined as a 

conflict formation with Afghanistan as a site of competition between India, Pakistan, and 

relevant powers. 

Discussion: Imaging Counterfactuals and Alternative State Building Theories 
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 In evaluating our ideal-types, we can imagine how state building outcomes might be 

different if interventions occurred within alternative state building networks and types of 

regional order. The state building network in the Nicaraguan case would have lower density if 

Mexico could afford to resist American influence, thereby creating a standard/great power RSC 

rather than one centered on American hegemony. High density is also present in the West 

German case: the new boundary between Western and Eastern Europe combined with strong ties 

among the new Atlantic allies enabled Adenauer’s legitimation of state authority at the expense 

of his domestic rivals (especially the isolated and repressed KPD) while resolving hostility with 

France. In the Bosnian and Afghan cases, we can imagine how dense networks and alternative 

regional orders would strengthen nationalist legitimation claims. The sparseness of the Bosnian 

state building network was a function of the absence of a regional identity that was initially 

inclusive of Croatia and Serbia. Although EU accession processes brought both states closer to 

Europe, the renewal of Russian-US/EU hostility has caused the region to revert to a conflict 

formation and provided a new structural hole for Dodik to exploit and undermine a Bosnian 

national identity. Since Afghanistan sits at the border of two conflict formations which includes 

regional powers that are threatened by the United States, its state building network is even more 

sparse. Structural holes enabled subnational elites to represent themselves at the expense of 

either Kabul or local adversaries. We can imagine that a stable Afghan identity might emerge if 

regional rivals and the United States resolved their security concerns multilaterally, especially 

India and Pakistan. The same is true for Bosnia. Unless some kind of great power reconciliation 

emerges in both regions, Bosnia and Afghanistan will continue to be fragile states whose 

corporate existence is in doubt. 
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The above four narratives illustrate how network properties are adequate factors in 

successful legitimation of post-intervention institutions and identities. They also allow us to 

evaluate existing theories of state building. Relationalism implies that technocratic approaches 

toward state building (including sequencing and strategic interaction approaches) do not properly 

theorize how domestic actors participate in new institutions. One could argue that Nicaragua’s 

eventual dictatorship emerged due to rapid elections and the pre-mature withdrawal of all 

American forces denied its new liberal institutions a more secure foundation. But American 

officials do concede that Nicaraguan leaders were unable to take responsibility for their own 

decisions because they became accustomed to United States involvement.112 A longer trusteeship 

period with more committed resources would only have aggravated this problem.   Neither 

would it have altered Nicaragua’s post-1927 identity as a modernizing anti-communist state 

based on its ties to the United States. The insurgency itself would likely to have continued until 

the US Marines withdrew at a later date (as evident by Sandino’s re-entry into civilian life in 

1933 only after US Marines withdraw). Finally, Nicaragua’s reversion to autocracy was also 

common for the Central American region: nearly all of its republics become anti-communist 

dictatorships after 1930. To expect that Nicaragua would deviate from this trend is to ignore its 

regional context. 

The Afghanistan case also suggests the limits of sequencing and bargaining theories. We 

would expect that the Afghan state would be more stable following an exponential increase in 

resources beginning with the 2009 surge as elites would be incentivized to cooperate within 

formal institutions. But additional resources do not alter the cost-benefit calculations of Afghan 

elites in favor of the United States and NATO. Rather, local elites persist building power and 
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influence through patron-client networks and spurn institutionalized forms of rule. Suhrke argues 

that the failure of additional resources to change behavior demonstrates the path dependent 

nature of intervention in Afghanistan.113 But this argument does not account for how the forms of 

intervention and the regional context in which it takes place defines how the Karzai 

administration and other elites consolidate power. Precisely how their behavior is locked into 

increasing returns cannot be understood without exploring each actor’s particular relational 

positions relative to intervening and relevant states. At the same time, we should not completely 

dismiss the role of material resources in state building interventions. Take the West German 

case, in which Marshall Plan aid certainly contributed to the stability of the FRG. For resources 

to be the decisive factor, we need to see German elites change their proposals for a future 

German state after summer 1947. But Adenauer and the CDU had already embraced a “Western” 

identity in 1946 before the Marshall became a possibility in the next year. Rather than function 

as an adequate causal factor, the deployment of appropriate resources is incidental to the overall 

structure of a state building network and a ‘Western’ identity that includes West Germany as a 

recipient of aid to engender liberal democratic institutions. 

In addition, a relational-regional approach provides more explanatory power than the 

purely domestic analysis of social ties. In Afghanistan, the sparseness of ties among elites and 

the US/NATO combined with local fragmentation does predict some of the intervention’s 

problems, particularly an absence of reliable local allies and intelligence.114 But even if the 

United States maintained its post-2009 level of engagement up until the present and beyond 

while engaging in divide-and-conquer strategies, the multiple brokerage opportunities available 

to Afghan elites would still limit the ability of the United States to foster the development of 

                                                           
113 Suhrke 2009. 
114 MacDonald 2014, 64-65. 
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self-sustaining institutions and the yoking together of a coherent national identity. In Bosnia, 

US/EU attempts to cultivate Milorad Dodik as a Bosnian Serb alternative to the wartime SDS 

shows the limits of a divide-and-rule strategy amid a polarized region. Russia’s renewed interest 

in the region enabled Dodik to shift his position from one-time OHR collaborator to defender of 

Republika Srpska. The domestic configuration of social ties is certainly important, but the 

prevalence of cross-national ties due to the increased regionalization of world politics cannot be 

overlooked in analyzing intervention outcomes.  

Lastly, all these cases demonstrate how structural constraints in terms of relations among 

elites can inhibit or enable the bottom-up negotiation of legitimate norms and values of authority. 

An essential aspect is the process by which boundaries are drawn which define the political 

community. Since Sandino was excluded from the Nicaraguan community as a communist, no 

collective agreement about the principles of the new state was possible between himself and state 

elites. The West German Parliamentary Council did produce such an agreement in the form of 

the KRG’s Basic Law, but only after the occupying powers established the outer limits of 

German authority and effectively excluded the KPD from membership in the polity. And in both 

Bosnia and Afghanistan, no shared agreement was possible when subnational elites could 

represent themselves with fundamentally different corporate identities.  

This last point suggests how increasingly complex nature of world politics has made state 

building interventions less likely to succeed. Whereas regional hegemons like the United States 

could unilaterally build states in the early 20th Century, the proliferation of social ties across 

borders creates many more brokerage opportunities for national and subnational elites. Attempts 

by one state or a group of states to create social order through an intervention will result in 
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greater instability unless all regional actors share a consensus about the boundaries and corporate 

identity of the target state.  

Conclusion 

 This paper has shown how a relational approach can be applied at the regional level to 

explain the trajectories and outcomes of state building interventions. Further research is required 

to expand these insights by investigating the full range of state building interventions along with 

their similar (or different) relational networks and regional contexts. This includes not just 

American or United Nations interventions, but also those of other states like the Soviet Union 

throughout Eastern Europe during the Cold War. A deeper engagement is also needed in the 

American empire debate: are state building interventions imperialism, and if so, how do they 

relate to American grand strategy? And lastly, a relational approach to state building allows us to 

move beyond already justified skepticism of technocratic universal solutions for institutional 

development. If relational configurations are what determine the boundaries and limits of the 

new state’s corporate identity and discipline local debate about the norms and values of 

legitimate rule, then we should be much more conservative in assuming that purposeful 

interventions can transform polities and create new institutions, especially liberal ones. Instead, 

we should accept that new stable institutions are unlikely to emerge unless a favorable 

diplomatic context exists at the regional level.
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