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Foreword 
 
 
 Questions relating to postconflict peacebuilding and reconciliation increasingly have 
become central to the field of conflict analysis and resolution.  We have long recognized that the 
outcome of a process of conflict resolution, whether on an interpersonal, organizational, national, 
or international level, may serve either as the basis for enduring new relationships and 
sustainable conflict resolution or as the basis for a new round of conflict.  But the literature has 
tended to focus more on the challenges of reaching an accord than the often larger challenges of 
implementing and sustaining the agreement. 
 

Terrence Lyons examines the question of peacebuilding in some of the most difficult 
cases of civil war.  He focuses on the instrument of postconflict elections in cases where 
elections served to implement a peace agreement following a period of civil war.  These 
elections, he argues, are embedded in two distinct but interrelated transitional processes of 
conflict resolution and democratization.  Such elections have become the predominant 
mechanism to implement peace agreements following civil war, as illustrated in this paper by the 
cases of Angola, Cambodia, El Salvador, Mozambique, Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Liberia.  
Postconflict elections are shaped in part by the legacy of fear and insecurity that persists in the 
immediate aftermath of a protracted internal conflict.  

 
Under such circumstances, it is difficult to advance the dual goals of war termination and 

democratization.  The comparative analysis of the six cases suggests, however, that processes 
that demilitarize politics and recognize the connections between the conflict resolution and 
political transition offer the best opportunity to generate sustainable outcomes.  In particular, the 
role of interim regimes is critical because well-designed and -supported transitional institutions 
and norms can provide a new framework for political competition that bridges the destructive 
patterns of the conflict and the new rules necessary for peace and democracy.  In addition, 
processes relating to demobilization, the construction of credible electoral authorities, and the 
transformation of militias into political parties can advance both conflict resolution and 
democratization.  

 
Lyons joined the ICAR faculty in 1999, and this is his first ICAR Working Paper.  We 

believe that the issues analyzed in this paper are critical not only to understanding the particular 
patterns following civil wars but to a larger understanding of the challenges of peacebuilding and 
to formulating strategies to promote sustainable peace.  We look forward to continuing our work 
on these topics. 
  
Sara Cobb 
Director 
Institute for Conflict Analysis and Resolution 
George Mason University 
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Outcomes of transitional periods after peace agreements to halt civil wars are critical to 

sustaining peace and providing the basis for a long-term process of democratization.  

Understanding these transitional processes and designing policies to promote successful peace 

implementation are among the greatest challenges of the post–Cold War era.  In a number of 

recent cases, including Angola (1992), Cambodia (1993), El Salvador (1994), Mozambique 

(1994), Bosnia-Herzegovina (1996), and Liberia (1997), elections have been designated in the 

peace accord as the mechanism for ending the transition.1  Such postconflict elections are 

designed to advance two distinct but interrelated goals – war termination and democratization.2    

This essay will examine the comparative lessons of these recent postconflict elections 

and their relationship to the twin processes of conflict resolution and democratization.  The 

election events themselves gain importance by their connection to these deeper and longer-term 

processes. While the dynamics of conflict resolution and political transition are distinct, 

postconflict elections are embedded in both.  “Demilitarizing politics” is a concept that captures 

elements of both components and emphasizes the importance of specific processes and policies 

that support the twin goals of war termination and democratization.  Insights from theories and 

concepts developed by scholars of conflict resolution and in the literature on political transitions 

therefore help explain the dual nature of such elections and suggest what types of processes 

support the demilitarization of politics to advance the twin goals of peace and democracy.  

Conflict resolution concepts point to the importance of managing the inherent strategic and 

security dilemmas to encourage military leaders to stop the fighting and exchange their armed 

power for a chance at political power.  The literature on political transitions helps us see how the 

legacies of the old order and the uncertainties inherent in competitive elections structure strategic 

choice.  Both conflict resolution and democratization studies emphasize the role of institutions, 

suggesting that in postconflict transitions the role of interim government and the construction of 
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democratic institutions such as political parties and effective electoral commissions will be 

critical to both the security and political agendas. 

 

Understanding the Dual Nature of Postconflict Transitions 

 

Elections have become the principal means to legitimate the new leadership and 

institutions that emerge from a negotiated settlement to a civil war.3  Such postconflict elections 

carry a tremendous burden.  They are called upon to settle the contentious issues of internal and 

external legitimacy and must be organized under the difficult circumstances of societal disorder, 

general insecurity, fear, distrust, and institutional breakdown.  The legacy of fear will last long 

after the initial cease-fire, as vulnerable populations assess whether security will hold.  In some 

cases the vote is expected to do the impossible: Elections cannot settle a military conflict that 

negotiations or victory have failed to end.  

The often brief time between cease-fire and elections is characterized by the first steps in 

multiple difficult transitions.  It is during these interims that war-torn societies initiate the 

lengthy struggle to construct legitimate political institutions, demobilize soldiers and resettle 

displaced populations, come to terms with past human-rights abuses and institutionalize rule of 

law, and begin moving their economies from relief to development.  Each of these transitions is a 

long-term and difficult process.  The initial paths chosen during the peace-implementation phase 

are important because they establish critical precedents, norms, and institutional frameworks that 

structure the postconflict political order.  These interim periods therefore contain particular 

opportunity and risk as local leaders assess the relative benefits of working to sustain peace and 

build democracy in societies still polarized and distorted by war and where demagogues can 

capitalize on people’s fears. 

As a result, the influence of institutional arrangement and design, incentives and 
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sanctions, and norms and patterns of behavior during these transitions play a particularly 

important role in encouraging peacebuilding and reducing the chances of backsliding into 

renewed conflict or authoritarian rule.  The nature of the interim institutions established during 

the peace-implementation phase will form the context in which former combatants and future 

voters assess their prospects and make decisions to either organize in a manner that supports the 

peace process or prepare for a return to war.  The processes created to manage such 

implementation issues as demobilization of armed forces, administration of elections, and the 

transformation of militias into political parties offer opportunities to encourage the 

demilitarization of politics. 

From the conflict resolution and war termination literature, concepts relating to how 

security is constructed in the absence of authoritative institutions help explain important 

dimensions of transitions that culminate in elections.  Among the most difficult challenges to the 

implementation of an internal peace agreement are the inevitable security dilemmas that often 

thwart demobilization and the transition to nonviolent political competition.  A security dilemma 

occurs in a situation where one party’s efforts to increase its own security reduces the security of 

the others.  Theorists of civil wars have adopted the concept, as developed by Jervis to explain 

interstate conflict and arms races, to explain why reaching agreement is hard and successful 

implementation even more difficult.4  Conditions following civil war are structurally similar to 

international anarchy because institutions and norms are weak or at least contested and parties 

therefore seek self-help solutions to their security concerns.  In such contexts, information 

failures and the inability to make credible commitments hinder the demobilization process and 

make parties reluctant to give up the military option and accept electoral results when they 

cannot be assured of their rival’s compliance. 

Following a cease-fire, government and insurgent leaders alike must make difficult 

judgments about the likely costs and benefits of adhering to the provisions of the peace accord 
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under conditions of considerable uncertainty and imperfect information about the goals, 

character, and behavior of their opponents.  Stedman has stated: “By signing a peace agreement, 

leaders put themselves at risk from adversaries who may take advantage of a settlement, from 

disgruntled followers who see peace as a betrayal of key values, and from excluded parties who 

seek either to alter the process or to destroy it.”5  Walter similarly has written that peace 

agreements in civil wars ask opponents “to do what they consider unthinkable.  At a time when 

no legitimate government and no legal institutions exist to enforce a contract, they are asked to 

demobilize, disarm, and disengage their military forces and prepare for peace.”6  Lake and 

Rothchild have specified three different strategic dilemmas that threaten peace implementation 

in internal conflict: information failures, problems of credible commitment, and incentives to use 

force preemptively (also know as the security dilemma).7  The challenge to creating a framework 

to end civil wars is less the lack of possible arrangements and more the difficulty in creating 

enforcement mechanisms.8  

Every peace process creates losers along with winners, and “spoilers” often derail peace 

implementation.  Unless powerful forces involved in the conflict have agreed to the terms of the 

settlement or have been either defeated or successfully marginalized, the peace process risks 

coming under attack from those with an interest in continuing the conflict.9  Determining in 

advance whether a given actor is committed to the process or a potential spoiler is impossible.  It 

is only in the context of the peace implementation process that intentions can be assessed – 

through compliance with demobilization provisions and acceptance of electoral results, for 

example.  

Theories developed by scholars of conflict resolution therefore point to several elements 

of particular importance in understanding postconflict elections.  Unless the strategic and 

security dilemmas are managed during the implementation phase, renewed conflict likely will 

prevent democratization.  Problems of information failure in the context of mutual distrust 
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following a conflict and the problem of credible commitment make not only security 

arrangements but also electoral provisions difficult to put in place.  As will be argued below, 

processes to promote the demilitarization of politics can help alleviate these dilemmas while at 

the same time promoting democratization by creating institutional frameworks to manage the 

transitional process.  The processes by which the strategic and security dilemmas are managed 

and the institutions and norms thereby created will structure postconflict politics and elections.  

Interim institutions based on consultation, effective political parties, and credible electoral 

commissions will promote transparency and confidence building, thereby managing some of the 

security dilemmas and reassuring former combatants to accept the peace implementation process 

and electoral results. 

Concepts developed in the literature on democratization and transitions from 

authoritarian rule help us understand a second set of dimensions that characterize postconflict 

transitions and elections.  An economic or political transition will be strongly influenced by the 

institutional legacies of the existing order.10  A number of scholars on regime transition have 

developed ideas relating to “path dependency” and “structured contingency” to examine how 

institutional legacies shape the course of a transition.11  Thelen and Steinmo, for example, argue 

that “institutions shape the goals that political actors pursue and … structure power relations 

among them.”12  Linz and Stepan similarly base their analysis of transition paths on the 

characteristics of the previous regime.13   

For a state engaged in a transition following a period of protracted civil war, one of the 

most important characteristics of the transition will be the distortion or collapse of peacetime 

political institutions and social structures.  The legacy of the institutions developed during the 

war, including insurgent militias, black-market networks, the social formations characteristic of 

refugee and displaced-person populations, and an expanded and often unaccountable state 

security apparatus will structure the transition process.  The nature of the interim regime that 
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manages the implementation process will create the institutional setting that bridges the 

structures of wartime and the structures needed to support peace and democracy.14  As will be 

emphasized below, transitional arrangements that focus on joint decision-making processes, 

confidence building among the former combatants, and the development of new norms can 

promote the demilitarization of politics and increase the chances that postconflict elections will 

result in a sustainable transition. 

In addition to the impact of institutional legacies on the transitional path, another 

important concept from the literature on democratization is the role of uncertainty.  Przeworski 

defines democracy as a process of “institutionalizing uncertainty” where “no one can win once 

and for all.”15  Uncertainty and fear shape the strategic decisions of critical actors and hence the 

nature of the transition.  In a postconflict transition where forces recently at war are key actors, 

questions relating to managing risk and uncertainty occur in a specific and difficult form.   

In part as a result of uncertainty, many transitions take place through pacts or power-

sharing agreements.  Political pacts are a set of negotiated compromises among competing elites 

with the goal of institutionalizing the distribution of power and reducing uncertainty.16  A 

number of transitions in Latin America, the Round Table talks in Poland, and the Convention for 

a Democratic South Africa process were organized around implicit or explicit political pacts, 

designed to provide powerful actors with sufficient guarantees so that they would accept the 

change.  

Pacts, however, ultimately rely upon other mechanisms for enforcement and do not by 

themselves end uncertainty or resolve the difficulty in making credible commitments.  The 

strategic problems in reaching the initial cease-fire identified above in the conflict resolution 

literature (information failures, inability to make credible commitments, spoiler problems, 

security dilemmas) will recur in the pact-making negotiations.17  Pacts are more likely among 

elites with relatively clear and loyal constituencies, such as political parties, labor unions, or 
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other institutions in a corporatist setting.  In the aftermath of a civil war, such political and social 

organizations generally are absent and the ability of militia leaders to deliver the compliance of 

even their own fighters is often under question.  Finally, the ability to assess the political power 

of a military faction is difficult, and the identity of the critical constituencies to include in a pact 

is unclear immediately following a conflict.  Even if the military balance among factions is 

relatively clear (as indicated by a stalemate on the battlefield), the relative political power of 

these factions and the extent to which they are capable of representing significant civilian 

constituencies in peacetime may be unknown.18  

Finally, there is a substantial body of literature that analyzes the relationship of 

institutional design and electoral system choice in particular on the potential for conflict.19  A 

recent study by Sisk and Reynolds argues that “electoral systems – the rules and procedures 

under which votes are translated into seats in parliament or the selection of executives – are a 

critical variable in determining whether elections can simultaneously serve the purposes of 

democratization and conflict management.”20  Proportional representation systems are generally 

regarded as more suitable in societies that are divided because they more often create broad, 

inclusive governments.21  Other schemes involve various types of vote polling and federalism.22  

As with pacts, however, electoral systems and constitutional checks on power are 

particularly difficult following civil war and generally fail to overcome the security dilemmas 

that shape such transitions.  The same inability to make credible commitments that troubles the 

demilitarization dimensions of the transition will make agreements to limit power unpersuasive 

to parties who fear elimination by their rivals after the election.  Institutions undoubtedly play a 

role in structuring the boundaries of acceptable political behavior and provide incentives for 

certain types of political organization.  The influence of electoral systems is highly contextual,23 

however, and unlikely to alter the outcome of postconflict elections to the same extent as the 

processes of demilitarizing politics discussed below. 
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An examination of recent cases suggests that postconflict elections sometimes have 

succeeded in providing a mechanism for selecting new political leadership and institutions 

capable of preserving the peace and serving as the first step in a process of democratization, 

thereby promoting peacebuilding over time.  This has been the result in El Salvador (1994), 

Mozambique (1994), and (partially and more tentatively) in Cambodia (1993).  In other cases, 

the move toward elections precipitated renewed conflict, as in Angola (1992).  In a third set of 

cases, including Bosnia-Herzegovina (1996) and Liberia (1997), elections served more as a 

mechanism of war termination with only a limited and possibly negative relationship to 

democratization. 

This article will suggest that a concept of “demilitarizing politics” best captures the 

dynamics of these dual transitions.  Some analysts have argued that there is an inherent trade-off 

between the processes of conflict resolution and democratization.24  Others have emphasized the 

need to have a demonstrable commitment by the parties to carry out the peace accord or effective 

demobilization prior to elections.25  But rather than focusing on preconditions for successful 

postconflict elections, it is more useful to focus on how the distinct but interrelated agendas of 

conflict resolution and democratization interact in the context of a postconflict transition 

culminating in an election.  Success or failure to resolve the dilemmas on one side of the dual 

war termination–democratization agenda can influence the dilemmas on the other.  Successful 

demobilization or disarmament, for example, will encourage confidence in the electoral process. 

 On the other hand, failure to manage spoilers will undermine the prospects for democratization. 

 By the same token, creating a credible electoral system will encourage former combatants to 

take the risks inherent in giving up their military options.  Failing to transform militias into 

political parties will make demilitarization more difficult.   

Interim institutions during the implementation phase will be critical arenas in which 

former combatants and potential civilian leaders make assessments regarding whether the 
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postconflict environment will protect their interests and whether they will support the dual 

processes of conflict resolution and democratization.  The management of demobilization, the 

creation of political parties, and the administration of the electoral process are tasks at the heart 

of the transition and provide critical opportunities for interim regimes to establish the norms, 

precedents, and institutions needed to start the demilitarization of politics.  In some cases, 

interim regimes have been built around joint decision-making bodies that foster confidence 

building and a new institutional context that can structure competition toward a path of 

democracy and peace.  As will be detailed below, this type of transition took place in El 

Salvador and Mozambique.  In other cases, interim regimes have failed to promote the 

demilitarization of politics, leading to either renewed conflict as in Angola or electoral 

ratification of wartime institutions and leaders as in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Liberia.  

To demilitarize politics entails building norms and institutions that bridge the structures 

of wartime based on insecurity and fear (such as militias and extreme nationalist groups) to 

structures based on security and trust that can sustain peace and democracy (such as political 

parties and civil society).  The powerful actors that developed and were sustained during a 

protracted civil war cannot be wished away: Neither can the enabling environment for peaceful 

political competition be proclaimed into existence.  To the extent that politics is demilitarized, 

postconflict elections are more likely to result in a new political order that can sustain peace and 

democracy. 

 

The Legacy of Fear 

 

A key to understanding postconflict elections is to recognize that fear and the distorted 

social structures and (mal)distribution of power created by the war will shape the political 

context.  This is the institutional context that structures the path of the transition.  Unless a strong 
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interim regime or process to demilitarize politics is in place during the period between cease-fire 

and elections, powerful organizations of war are likely to dominate the campaign and win the 

election.   

In a context where the institutions of war remain powerful, postconflict elections are 

dominated by concerns for peace and security.  Voters often choose to use the limited power of 

their franchise either to appease the most powerful faction in the hope that this will prevent a 

return to war or to select the most nationalistic and chauvinistic candidate who pledges to protect 

the voter’s community.  Outside observers regard some of these leaders as warlords or war 

criminals, but to vulnerable voters they may represent powerful protectors capable of defending 

the voter from rival military forces.  In other cases, giving former military leaders political office 

may be perceived as the best chance for achieving peace through appeasement.  Civilian 

candidates and those who do not have a convincing answer to the issue of postelection security 

are unlikely to prevail.  

In Liberia, for example, memories of seven years of brutal conflict and the consequent 

fear clearly shaped how many voters viewed the July 1997 election and the choices available to 

them.  As one observer put it, the voters “were intimidated not by thugs at the polling stations 

but by the trauma of the last seven years of war.”26  Many Liberians believed that if Charles 

Taylor, the most powerful factional leader, lost the election, the country would return to war.  

Taylor's rivals pointed to his violent past during the campaign but could not propose credible 

actions to contain him if he refused to accept the results.  Many Liberians made a calculated 

choice that they hoped would more likely promote peace and stability and used their franchise to 

appease the powerful former militia leader.  As one Liberian said, “He [Taylor] killed my father 

but I'll vote for him.  He started all this and he's going to fix it.”27  In the end the elections 

ratified and institutionalized the political topography and imbalance of power created by seven 

years of war.  Organizations and leaders who amassed great power during the conflict converted 
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that influence into positions of authority under the constitution through elections. 

Similar patterns of voters in postconflict elections voting for the party that offered 

security in a context distorted by fear are evident in other cases.  Nationalist parties in Bosnia-

Herzegovina campaigned on the basis of chauvinistic pledges.  The Croat Democratic Party 

(HDZ) issued advertisements warning that the “survival of their nation” depended on the vote, 

while Republika Srpska television warned that a vote against the Serb Democratic Party (SDS) 

would constitute a vote “against the Serb people.”28  Bosnian Muslims made the same sort of 

appeals: “A vote for the SDA (Party of Democratic Action) is a vote for the survival of the 

Muslim nation” went the slogan in 1996.29  

While the issue of peace will dominate the agenda in postconflict elections, voters do not 

always choose the most militant parties.  In Cambodia, the royalist FUNCINPEC coalition won 

the election over both the ruling Cambodian People’s Party (CPP), which controlled the military, 

and the Khmer Rouge, which retained a significant military capacity.  Some analysts suggest that 

many voters regarded FUNCINPEC as the party best positioned to come to a settlement with the 

Khmer Rouge and that voters rejected the brutal behavior of the ruling CPP during the election 

campaign.  The CPP campaign suggested that that FUNCINPEC was in league with the Khmer 

Rouge, and since many Cambodians believed that a deal with the Khmer Rouge was necessary 

for peace, they voted for FUNCINPEC.30  The following campaign speech by the deputy leader 

of FUNCINPEC indicates the party’s themes and how it took advantage of the desire for peace: 

Some parties [e.g., the CPP] promise that if they win they won’t let the Khmer Rouge 
come back.  But will they make war in order that the Khmer Rouge don’t return?  We 
have had fourteen years of war already, and Khmer killing Khmer…. We are sick of war 
which we have had since 1970.  We won’t take your children to go to war…. Do you 
want war, or peace?  If FUNCINPEC wins, we will make an invitation to the Khmer 
Rouge…. So vote for FUNCINPEC so it can solve the problems of Cambodia.31 
 
In El Salvador and Mozambique, however, relatively successful processes to demilitarize 

politics reduced the legacy of fear.  Relatively strong interim regimes, consultative processes to 
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manage the challenges of implementation (particularly demobilization) and electoral 

administration, and support for the creation of effective political parties established a new 

institutional context that served to bridge the conditions of wartime to those of peace and 

democratization.  In Mozambique, some voters engaged in tactical voting to balance the two 

powerful parties by selecting the ruling Frelimo candidate as president while choosing the 

opposition Renamo candidates for the parliament.32  Salvadoran voters made their selection on 

the basis of policy preferences with less concern that the outcome would re-ignite conflict, 

although some voters reportedly voted against the FMLN due to their involvement in the war.33  

A postconflict election therefore is likely to bring to power the groups and leaders who arose in 

the context of the war unless a process to demilitarize politics develops.   

 

Demilitarization of Politics 

 

To overcome the legacies of civil war, postconflict transitions must manage both the 

security and the political dimensions through a process of demilitarizing politics.  Such a process 

will be managed by the interim institutions established by the peace agreement and will engage 

in decision making on a wide variety of issues.  In this article we will highlight two of particular 

salience for war termination and democratization – demobilization and the creation of 

democratic institutions, specifically political parties and electoral authorities.  While 

consolidating the process of demilitarizing politics takes time, initial steps and precedents may 

be built into the transition in the short term and thereby channel the transition along a path 

toward sustainable peace and democratization.  

 

Interim Institutions 
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Interim governments derive their authority from the extent to which they prepare the 

country for meaningful elections and turn power over to the winners.34  In the meantime, 

however, the country needs to be governed.  Critical and contentious policy decisions relating to 

the electoral framework, demilitarization, reintegration of the displaced, and reestablishment of 

functioning economic and legal institutions must be made and implemented.  The process 

through which such policies are made will shape the expectations of the major actors and may 

inspire confidence or ignite fears. 

An agreement to end a protracted internal conflict must include mechanisms to help 

sustain the agreement by managing disputes during the implementation process and by 

dismantling the structures that have perpetuated the conflict.  As argued by Kalevi Holsti, peace 

agreements succeed or fail on their ability to “anticipate and devise means to cope with the 

issues of the future.”35  A peace settlement should not freeze a moment in history, particularly a 

moment distorted by the fears and insecurities of war.  

Disputes are inevitable during the transition, as the broad (and often vague if not 

contradictory) principles listed in the peace agreement must be made operational in a difficult 

and tense atmosphere.  As suggested by analysts of security dilemmas in civil war termination, a 

key to successful interim administration is to build institutional frameworks that bind the parties 

in self-restraint and mutual cooperation without increasing the risk of exploitation from a spoiler 

that does not comply.36  In a number of cases, provisions for ongoing negotiations, bargaining, 

and collaborative problem solving during the implementation period have helped to build norms 

of nonviolent governance that foster confidence, legitimize decisions, and thereby reinforce the 

momentum for successful democratization.37  Interim regimes therefore create new institutional 

contexts that can channel political action toward a path that supports peacebuilding and 

democratization. 

The period between the signing of an agreement and an election provides the context for 
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testing and assessing the risks and benefits of cooperation and the intentions and commitments of 

each party.  In many cases, parties to a conflict adopt the extreme rhetoric of total war during the 

conflict but shift their language and tactics (if not their goals) during the peace implementation 

process.  During the period between the cease-fire and elections, each party will look for 

evidence to confirm its fears that its rival is cheating.  Noncompliance, however, may be the 

result of fear or a poorly designed or implemented demobilization or electoral process rather than 

a lack of commitment to the new rules of the game.38  Many analysts doubted that Renamo in 

Mozambique could make the transition from a fighting organization (some would even 

characterize it as a bandit or terrorist organization) into a viable political party able to play a 

constructive role in a multiparty democracy.   At the same time, many anticipated that UNITA in 

Angola had a solid base of support and could function as a political party.  It was only through 

the process of implementation that the capacity of each to contribute to peace and 

democratization became clear. 

The transitions in El Salvador and Mozambique illustrate how interim institutions based 

on joint decision making encourage transitions that advance both conflict resolution and 

democratization.  In El Salvador, the peace accords led to the creation of a National Commission 

for the Consolidation of Peace (COPAZ), a body with representation evenly split between the 

government and its allies, and the opposition including the FMLN insurgents, with observer 

status for the UN and Catholic Church.  COPAZ debated and passed implementing legislation 

under the peace agreement, ranging from constitutional amendments that redefined the role of 

the armed forces to electoral law.  Because the commission was evenly split between the 

government and the opposition (including the insurgents), “hammering out compromises became 

a political necessity – and a newly acquired skill for many politicians.”39  When problems arose 

over the electoral system or when an FMLN arms cache was uncovered after the deadline for 

disarmament, COPAZ was able to keep the parties talking and to keep the process moving 
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toward elections.  

In Mozambique the “construction of a lasting peace … required still more negotiation 

and planning” following the Rome Accord.40  Joint decision-making bodies such as the 

Supervisory and Monitoring Commission (CSC) and the Cease-Fire Commission (CCF) brought 

together the major political actors with the major donors in a consultative process chaired by the 

Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General.  Other specialized commissions dealt with 

reintegration of former combatants, reform of the Mozambican defense forces, and preparations 

for the election.41  These interim institutions created the context for overcoming some of the 

legacies of the civil war and thereby promoted the demilitarizing politics.  In both El Salvador 

and Mozambique, the international community supported these transitional arrangements 

through effective United Nations operations. 

In Cambodia, the Paris peace agreement established a complicated set of overlapping 

institutions to administer the country during the peace implementation period. The four 

Cambodia parties formed the Supreme National Council (SNC) that was designed to work with 

both an expansive United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) and the 

incumbent bureaucracy.  When the SNC could not reach an agreement by consensus, Prince 

Sihanouk had the authority to give advice to UNTAC and UNTAC had the authority to act.  In 

addition, the United Nations Special Representative of the Secretary-General acted as the final 

arbiter regarding whether SNC decisions adhered to the Paris Agreement.  Representatives of the 

permanent members of the UN Security Council and a number of other interested states and 

donors also had resources and authority.  Some of the most important consultations were 

undertaken by Prince Sihanouk who had the charisma and traditional authority to call the 

Cambodian parties together and mediate disputes.  This set of institutions therefore contained a 

number of checks and balances, incentives for collaboration, and opportunities for a wide range 

of opinions to be heard.  Doyle describes this arrangement as an “ad hoc, semi-sovereign 
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artificial body.”  Decision making was cumbersome and slow, but regular consultations among 

this “circle of authority” helped manage unilateral actions that may have threatened any party.42 

Angola, Liberia, and Bosnia-Herzegovina, in contrast, demonstrate how weak and 

ineffective transitional institutions failed to build the confidence or norms to establish a new path 

toward democracy.  Under the 1991 Bicesse Accords in Angola, pro forma meetings among the 

parties within the Joint Political-Military Commission (CCPM) did not act to change behavior 

and may have created a false sense of confidence in the parties’ commitment to the agreement.43 

 In December 1991, nine months before the elections, President Dos Santos stated that the 

CCPM was not capable “of resolving the problems the country is facing today within the 

framework of pacification and national democratization.”44  Demobilization failed, the military 

structures remained in place at the time of the elections, and war resumed immediately after the 

vote.  Under the Yamoussoukro, Cotonou, and Abuja agreements in Liberia, interim 

administration was parceled out to each of the factions with only a weak and generally 

stalemated Council of State assigned the impossible job of coordination.  The dysfunctional 

interim government and failed demobilization process created a context in which most voters 

feared a return to war unless the most powerful military faction won.  Under the Dayton Accords 

in Bosnia-Herzegovina, a Joint Interim Commission that included the prime ministers of Bosnia-

Herzegovina, the Bosnian-Croatian Federation, and the Serbian Republika Srpska met regularly, 

with the UN High Representative as the chair.  The commission discussed a broad range of 

issues, but each entity responded to an autonomous and contradictory set of political dynamics 

based in the institutions of the three entities, making cooperation difficult.  Each party continued 

to pursue unilateral advantage, thereby preventing effective forms of joint decision making and 

forcing the United Nations to act unilaterally on a number of contentious decisions.   

Interim institutions responsible for administration during the period between a cease-fire 

agreement and elections to implement a peace accord have the opportunity to begin the process 
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of demilitarizing politics.  To the extent that such transitional regimes operate on the basis of 

joint decision making and collaborative problem solving, and create norms that protect the 

interests of key constituencies, they can build confidence in the peace process.  Effective interim 

regimes will be better positioned to promote demilitarization of politics, particularly with regard 

to demobilization, the development of democratic institutions, and the initial steps in creating a 

liberal political order. 

 

Demobilization as a Process of Demilitarizing Politics 

 

The first priority of a civil war peace settlement is to stop the fighting, manage security 

during the transitional period, and thereby provide the preconditions for democratization.  Unless 

the difficult security dilemmas inherent in ending civil wars and the threats to the peace process 

posed by potential spoilers opposed to the agreement can be managed in the short run, the 

implementation process will fail.  As Margaret Antsee, the UN special envoy to Angola, states 

“Any lasting solution of a long-standing civil war depends of a satisfactory resolution of the 

military element.”45  

The manner by which security is managed in the interim period, however, can have 

important implications for the prospects of longer-term peacebuilding.  The institutions, norms, 

and precedents established to implement the security provisions of a peace accord can shape how 

governance will operate following implementation and the postconflict elections.  A process of 

demobilization that builds institutions and norms that can help sustain democratic governance 

after the transition can both contribute to reducing the threat of insecurity and increase the 

prospect for democratization. 

Demobilization, “the formal disbanding of military formations and, at the individual 

level, the process of releasing combatants from a mobilized state,” decreases the opportunity for 
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disgruntled leaders and groups to abandon the peace process and return to war.46  As military 

leaders lose their capacity to deploy soldiers, they are encouraged to protect their interests and 

pursue their objectives through a political process.  The dismantling of Renamo as an effective 

military force helped reinforce those encouraging it to accept the electoral results in 

Mozambique.  In El Salvador, the insurgent FMLN transformed itself from a militia into a 

political party during the implementation phase.  In both cases the United Nations and 

international donors played important roles in encouraging and monitoring demobilization.  

In contrast, the failed and uneven demobilization in Angola provided Jonas Savimbi and 

UNITA with military options when they were dissatisfied with electoral results.  Many analysts 

conclude that UNITA was in a stronger military position at the time of the elections than it had 

been at the time of the cease-fire.47   Few observers in Liberia believed that Taylor effectively 

had demobilized his militia prior to elections but, because he won the vote, his commitment to 

the democratic process remained untested.48  In Bosnia-Herzegovina, the peace agreement 

permitted both Entities to retain significant armed forces, and security focused on the large 

NATO-led implementation force, not on the reduction of local military capacity. 

A number of analysts have justifiably criticized the international community for failing to 

provide adequate leadership or resources to support the demobilization process in Angola, 

Cambodia, and Liberia.49  Better financial support and leadership in operations in El Salvador 

and Mozambique encouraged more effective demobilization.  These criticisms are undoubtedly 

accurate.  In the context of demilitarization of politics, however, what is more important than 

international funding is the process by which demobilization takes place, the extent to which it 

builds new institutions and norms, and its relationship to broader peacebuilding processes. 

For the political process, the extent to which cooperative and transparent processes to 

manage security questions are developed is more important than the absolute quantities of arms 

decommissioned or reduction of force levels.50  The absolute level of arms, for example, is less 
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important than the extent of the commitment to the political process and the sense of security the 

peace process develops.  Aldo Ajello, the Special Representative in charge of the UN operation 

in Mozambique, realistically appraised the options:   

I know very well that they will give us old and obsolete material, and they will have here 
and there something hidden.  I don't care.  What I do is create the political situation in 
which the use of those guns is not the question.  So that they stay where they are.51   
 
The rationale for demobilization and disarmament is the exchange of military capacity 

for political benefits.52  The demobilization and disarmament process may serve as the context 

for important confidence building among the parties and the development of new institutions and 

procedures of decision making that can encourage democratization and reinforce the peace 

process in important ways.  There is a subtle interplay between the dynamics of a postconflict 

political transition and the manner in which the disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration 

provisions associated with that process are implemented.53  On the one hand, demobilization and 

related activities reduce the means by which civil wars are prosecuted and thereby reduce the 

chances that war will be re-ignited.  At the same time and perhaps more important, 

demobilization helps create an environment for confidence and security building and for the 

development of institutions and norms for nonviolent political competition.54 

 

Building Democratic Institutions: Political Parties and Electoral Commissions 

 

The transitional period between cease-fire and elections provides opportunities for the 

institutions of war such as military organizations to begin their transformation into political 

structures that can support democratization and long-term peacebuilding.  It is extremely 

difficult for militias to play the role of competing political parties in a democratic system if they 

remain organized and led as they were during the period of armed conflict.55  A successful 

demilitarization of politics will include processes to encourage the transformation of militias and 
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single party organizations into political parties that can operate in a competitive, multiparty 

system.  Given the security dilemmas and the distrust characteristic of a postconflict context, 

suspicions over the electoral system and fears that rival parties will use fraud to win make 

credible electoral administration critical.  In many cases, a new electoral commission, often 

balanced with representatives from multiple parties, is necessary to build confidence in the 

process.  In addition, transitional periods sometimes provide the opportunity for important first 

steps in the creation of a liberal political order through the creation of independent courts, civil 

society, and free media.  Each of these transformations from the institutional legacies of war to 

structures that support democratization is again a long-term process, but the initial steps in 

developing such institutions may take place in the period of peace implementation and can 

reinforce efforts to build security. 

Political parties.  In the more successful cases of transition, the process to demilitarize 

politics encouraged military organizations to transform themselves into political parties able to 

operate effectively in a multiparty context.  In El Salvador, for example, the insurgent FMLN 

successfully converted itself to a legal political party capable of winning significant votes.56 As 

the election neared, the FMLN focused its resources on building a national network of cadres 

and building alliances with other parties on the left.  In the end, the FMLN supported Rubén 

Zamora of the Democratic Convergence party for president and concentrated on Assembly and 

mayoral elections.57 

The United Nations called this “transformation . . .  the very core of the Peace 

Accords.”58 At the same time as the FMLN was moving away from its origins as an insurgent 

movement, the incumbent ARENA party shifted its base of support.  Initially founded by 

individuals closely associated with death squads and the repression of the left, it evolved into an 

effective political party that represented a broad range of landowners, bankers, merchants, and 

industrialists.  Leadership of ARENA shifted from Roberto D’Aubuisson, who had ties to right-
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wing death squads, to the more moderate, probusiness Alfredo Cristiani.59  Postconflict elections 

in El Salvador therefore provided the opportunity for two key organizations involved in the civil 

war to make the transformation to political organizations able to compete effectively in elections. 

  

The international community recognized that building Renamo up into a viable partner in 

the peace process in Mozambique was a condition for successful implementation.60  UN Special 

Representative Ajello stated that “it was necessary to help Renamo to achieve a minimum level 

that could allow the functioning of the whole mechanism” of the peace agreement.61  Renamo 

insisted that there could be “no democracy without money,”62 and Ajello agreed: "Democracy 

has a cost and we must pay that cost."63 After initial concerns from donors reluctant to fund a 

party with a particularly brutal reputation, a $19-million fund was established to help Renamo 

transform itself into a political party.  In addition to financial inducements, the international 

community worked to “socialize RENAMO into the rules of democratic competition, and to 

make its legitimacy contingent on fulfilling its commitment to peace.”64 

In Cambodia, the Royalist FUNCINPEC developed during the transition into a relatively 

effective political party with a grassroots base, while the incumbent Cambodian People’s Party 

(CPP) continued to behave as it had when it was the sole legal party.   The Khmer Rouge 

continued to operate as a guerrilla movement throughout the electoral period.65  In Angola, 

neither the MPLA nor UNITA ever made the transformation from a military organization to a 

competitive political party.  In Liberia, the skill and ease by which the National Patriotic Front 

for Liberia transformed itself from an insurgent military organization into the populist National 

Patriotic Party suggests that some skills and structures developed during the armed struggle can 

be used as the base for an effective political organization.66 

The creation of political parties able to represent key constituencies and compete 

effectively in an electoral process is an important component of any democratic transition.  In a 
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postconflict transition, the viability of political parties plays an additional role with relation to 

war termination.  To the extent that powerful leaders and their followers perceive that they have 

the option to operate as a political party rather than as a militia or military government, the 

chances of a successful transition are increased.  Demilitarizing politics through the 

transformation of militias into political parties therefore promotes both war termination and 

democratization. 

Electoral commissions.  Commissions to organize and manage postconflict elections 

combine functions relating to both conflict resolution and democratization.  The primary purpose 

of any electoral administrative body is to deliver credible (“free and fair”) election services to 

the candidates and voters.67  Issues relating to impartiality and independence, efficiency, 

professionalism, and transparency are particularly important in the context of suspicion and 

mistrust that characterize postconflict elections.  Furthermore, the precedents established in a 

postconflict election – as in any “breakthrough” or “founding” election in a process of 

democratization – are likely to shape popular perceptions for years to come.  Yet another 

challenge to postconflict electoral authorities are the memories of earlier electoral fraud, as in El 

Salvador and Liberia.  In cases where a stolen election was a cause of the conflict, the character 

of the postconflict election will be closely watched. 

There is no single best model for electoral commissions, and international practice is 

diverse.68  In a number of postconflict cases, an international organization has played an 

important role in electoral administration as a means to increase public confidence in the 

process.  The United Nations played a major role in Cambodia and Mozambique, a smaller but 

critical role in El Salvador, and a lesser role in Angola.  The Organization of Security and 

Cooperation in Europe supervised elections in Bosnia-Herzegovina, and the Economic 

Community of West African States had oversight along with the UN in Liberia.  All of these 

postconflict elections had international observers, from both international organizations and 
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nongovernmental organizations.69 

Mozambique provides an example that demonstrates that the manner by which disputes 

relating to electoral administration are managed can provide the context for building new 

institutions and norms that promote the demilitarization of politics.  The Rome Peace accords 

left many issues relating to the elections vague and subject to decisions made by the parties 

through the Commission for Supervision and Control.  A series of controversies between 

Renamo and Frelimo, over the composition of the National Elections Commission (CNE) in 

particular, contributed to the postponement of the election.   

After a series of discussions and with the active involvement of the UN Special 

Representative, the parties reached an agreement on the composition of the CNE.  Frelimo 

received 10 seats, Renamo 7, and other political parties 3.  The partisan balance made efficient 

decision making difficult but increased the confidence of each party in the process.  Over time 

and under the leadership of the Brazão Mazula, its independent chair, the CNE developed a 

reputation for nonpartisan decision making.70  Unlike the Cease-Fire Commission and other 

commissions that included international actors along with representatives of the parties, the CNE 

was an independent and wholly Mozambican organization.  The presence of UN technical 

advisers working within the Technical Secretariat, however, provided the parties with additional 

confidence in the process.71   

El Salvador demonstrates that a consultative interim administration and other 

components that demilitarize politics can counterbalance the distrust created by a weak electoral 

administration.  The peace agreement in El Salvador created a new electoral commission, the 

Supreme Electoral Tribunal (TSE), composed of representatives from five political parties, 

including the leftist Democratic Convergence (CD), but partisanship, “institutionalized distrust,” 

and incompetence created gridlock, a crisis over voter registration, and chaos on election day.72  

A multiparty Board of Vigilance that had oversight over the tribunal alleviated some of the 
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suspicion toward the TSE.73  Despite these concerns, the presence of COPAZ and greater success 

in the dimensions of demobilization and creation of political parties resulted in a successful 

process of demilitarization of politics. 

Building a liberal political order.  In a number of postconflict transitions, progress 

toward building an environment capable of supporting democracy has been initiated during the 

interim period and the organizing of elections.  In El Salvador and Cambodia, local human-rights 

organizations developed during the transition.  One analyst of Cambodia describes the 

development of civil society during the transition as the “one clear success story” of the 

transition in Cambodia and represents the “single best hope and insurance for eventual 

democracy.”74  In Liberia and Cambodia, the international community supported independent 

radio stations during the transition, providing models for a free press.  Elections often provide an 

opportunity for civic organizations to mobilize around voter education or as election observers.  

The opportunities for preliminary steps toward a more liberal political system and the 

international support of some aspects of such a process have helped set precedents and plant 

seeds of what – if security holds – may evolve into an institutional context of liberalism 

necessary to sustain democracy over the longer term.   

While insufficient by itself to manage the security challenges of peace implementation, 

the development of a strong civil society can help create the context that will reduce fears.  The 

existence of a relatively strong civil society in El Salvador, for example, helped strengthen 

moderates looking to end the conflict and helped reduce fears that the victory of one party in the 

postconflict elections would result in the elimination of its rivals.  The lack of a strong civil 

society in Angola and Liberia and the ethnic segmentation of civic organizations in Bosnia-

Herzegovina reinforced fears that the political order promised in the peace agreement provided 

too little protection.75 

The development of strong political parties, professional electoral administration, and a 
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liberal political order clearly are long-term processes.  Decisions on these matters, however, will 

need to be made during the interim period in order to hold multiparty elections to implement the 

peace agreement.  Patterns and precedents from the interim period will shape the path of the 

transition and the subsequent government.  Preliminary steps to encourage organizations to shift 

their focus from fighting a war to competing in an election can help demilitarize politics and 

thereby reinforce both war termination and, over time, democratization.   

 

Conclusions 

 

A comparative examination of recent cases where elections have been used to implement 

peace agreements following civil war suggests that in some cases a process of demilitarizing 

politics is possible and that such a process offers opportunities to achieve both war termination 

and democratization.  In El Salvador, Mozambique, and to a more limited extent Cambodia, 

processes that began during the transitional period encouraged the demilitarization of politics.  

Early precedents and new institutions to structure politics developed out of the processes of 

demobilization, the transformation of militias into political parties and the creation of credible 

electoral commissions to overcome the pervasive distrust among the former combatants, and the 

initial steps toward creating the structures of a liberal political order.  In other cases, however, 

including Liberia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, the transitional period contributed little to the 

demilitarization of politics process.  In these cases, structures based in the incentives of war 

continued to dominate throughout the peace implementation period and controlled the 

government following elections.  In Angola, in a context where the institutions of war remained 

powerful and strategies to manage spoilers were absent, elections led to a new round of war. 

 Postconflict elections are embedded in the distinct but linked processes of war 

termination and democratization.  On the one hand, issues relating to managing security 
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dilemmas and spoilers are critical to implementation.  At the same time, overcoming fear and the 

institutional legacies of the conflict is important for long-term democratization.  Processes to 

demilitarize politics during the transitional period can establish the conditions for postconflict 

elections to promote both peace and democracy.  Interim regimes based on joint problem 

solving, demobilization that emphasizes confidence building and the construction of new norms 

of decision making, the transformation of military organizations into political parties, and the 

construction of effective electoral commissions help create an institutional context that supports 

both war termination and democratization.  
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