
On April 14, 1979, the
“rice riots” broke out in Monrovia, Liberia. Several thousand protestors took to
the streets in frustration and desperation over a government proposal to in-
crease the price of rice, a food staple that most Liberians relied on for subsis-
tence. As demonstrators marched toward the president’s mansion, President
William Tolbert ordered soldiers to ªre into the crowd.1 Over forty protestors
were killed in the ensuing chaos. Although the soldiers obeyed Tolbert’s or-
der, the command to shoot their fellow Liberians sparked deep animosity and
contributed to a bloody coup the following year.2

These rice riots illustrate the conºict that can occur between the two liberal
norms of respect for human rights and civilian control of the military. When
political leaders order militaries to harm the population, these two norms
enter into conºict. Militaries are expected to obey political leaders, and they
are also expected to protect populations. When the rice riots broke out in
1979, the United States had been training the Liberian military for eighteen
years. The goal was to create a disciplined, democratic force, and this meant
training the military to both respect human rights and obey civilian authority.3

Tolbert’s order pitted these norms against each other, presenting the military
with a dilemma. This article examines how norm conºict drives militaries
to prioritize cohesion instead of either liberal norm.
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Liberal great powers fail to acknowledge this dilemma as they seek to
spread liberal norms globally through foreign military training. Foreign mili-
tary training is a ºexible form of security assistance that seeks to modify recip-
ient militaries’ behavior by increasing warªghting capacity and transmitting a
set of professional norms or ideas about standards of appropriate behavior.4

Norm content and emphasis varies across providers, time, and space. For lib-
eral democratic providers such as the United States, two of the most salient
norms are civilian control of the military and respect for human rights.5 The
theory and empirics that follow focus on the United States as a key liberal
power. While the argument applies to all liberal providers, and all great pow-
ers use training as part of their security assistance repertoire, the United States
is the largest such provider.6 In 2019, for example, the United States spent
nearly $905 million to train over 71,000 military students from 157 states.7

Today, the United States ostensibly promotes these two liberal norms as a
primary foreign policy objective to nearly half of all states that receive its mili-
tary training.8 A mix of idealistic and strategic motives explains this emphasis.
Imparting liberal norms is partially bound up in Western states’ efforts to pro-
mote global democracy after the Cold War, which included providing security
assistance to liberalize militaries.9 But imparting liberal norms is also strategic.
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Shaping how partner militaries think is an inexpensive way to gain voluntary
policy compliance.10 Training also helps to inculcate a shared military identity,
common skills, and communication, indirectly strengthening a third norm of
cohesion. Training can thus reduce the costs of security management by creat-
ing more competent, cohesive, disciplined, and loyal partners.11

The empirical record, however, suggests that training often fails to deliver
on its promise of liberal norm transmission. Security assistance frequently pro-
duces noncompliant, norm-violating militaries that conduct coups and abuse
human rights.12 Policymakers and scholars offer divergent explanations for
these shortcomings. Some suggest that norm violations result from insufªcient
investment in training or inadequate emphasis on norm socialization.13 Most
scholars, conversely, favor rationalist arguments that point to interest mis-
alignment between providers and recipients.14 While these arguments ascribe
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norm violations to different mechanisms, they share a common assumption
that socialization never occurred in the ªrst place. This assumption, however,
overlooks the dilemma that arises when these two liberal norms conºict.

In this article, I argue that norm conºict weakens military support for both
liberal norms, thus creating the conditions under which perverse behavioral
outcomes can occur despite socialization. The implicit expectation in U.S.
policy, should norm conºict arise, is that militaries will privilege human
rights over civilian authority, temporarily defying civilian leaders to protect
the higher order of rights “rooted in natural law.”15 This expectation rests
on the assumptions that trained militaries share this rank-ordering, will easily
choose human rights over civilian control, and that norm conºict will
not damage either norm.16 If anything, conºict might clarify norms and pro-
mote socialization.17

I contend that these assumptions rest on shaky foundations. Rather than
strengthening liberal norms, I argue that conºict between norms makes them
less salient and undermines their power to restrain decision-making.18 Norm
conºict invites cost-beneªt calculations and creates openings to pursue self-
interest.19 Conºict thus produces incentives for militaries to strategically
choose among norms in an effort to satisfy both norms and interests. When
this happens, they are more likely to fall back on the third norm of cohesion,
a norm that is tied to interests. Fraught domestic crises that pit liberal
norms against each other may further increase the salience of cohesion. Rank-
ordering happens, but not in the direction that the United States expects.
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If a military prioritizes cohesion, then it will choose the path that best serves
its organization, which may entail violating human rights, civilian control, or
both. I thus seek to explain shifts in military support for liberal norms rather
than to predict speciªc instances of disobedience or abuse in any given politi-
cal context. I examine the conditions under which norm violations become
possible and shed light on the links between socialization efforts, attitudes,
and ultimate behavior.20 Norm conºict, I argue, can weaken liberal norms and
frustrate socialization over the long run.21 My study explores the determinants
of decision-making to explain how cohesion comes to occupy a central place in
military concerns, over and above liberal normative considerations.22

As a plausibility probe of these competing claims, I use experimental evi-
dence from a survey of the Armed Forces of Liberia (AFL). The United States
rebuilt the AFL after Liberia’s civil war ended in 2003. U.S. trainers heavily
emphasized liberal norms, making Liberia a most-likely case for norm social-
ization. The survey experiment presents soldiers with a scenario in which a
political leader orders the military to put down protests with force, pitting the
norms of civilian control and respect for human rights against each other. The
scenario thus provides an experimental “stress test” of competing norms.23

Additionally, I conducted over ªfty elite-level interviews with U.S. ofªcials,
trainers, and Liberian military ofªcers.

My research indicates that when soldiers hear this scenario, their willing-
ness to choose between conºicting liberal norms decreases, and they express
more concern for maintaining cohesion. Liberal training conditions this re-
sponse but in unexpected ways: Soldiers with more U.S. training express less
willingness to prioritize human rights and are less supportive of democratic
norms.24 Importantly, the survey evidence also shows that soldiers with more
U.S. training express the strongest support for liberal norms in the absence
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of norm conºict, undermining the alternative argument that socialization
never happened.

These ªndings shed light on a pathway by which norm violations can hap-
pen even in the presence of socialization. By highlighting a previously unrec-
ognized dilemma in the model of civil-military relations that liberal powers
seek to export, I contribute to studies that explore contradictions and complex-
ity in military norms,25 as well as studies that examine how norms and inter-
ests interact and shape behavior.26 Liberal great powers typically consider the
norms of civilian control of the military and respect for human rights to be mu-
tually reinforcing, even though they often are not, particularly in weak democ-
racies. My ªndings suggest that norm conºicts can have a corrosive effect on
military support for liberal norms by incentivizing militaries to privilege a
third norm of cohesion. This outcome indicates that the assumptions underly-
ing a major component of U.S. foreign policy may be ºawed, and it suggests
the need to fundamentally reevaluate the approach to norm transmission.

The remainder of this article is organized as follows. First, I describe liberal
powers’ efforts to impart ideas about civilian control of the military and
respect for human rights to the militaries that they train. Second, I lay out
my argument about the implications of conºict between these two liberal
norms—situating it within the literatures on norm contestation, psychology,
and sociology—and I generate testable hypotheses. Third, I discuss research
design, including case selection. The fourth section presents the experimental
results and explores mechanisms that aid in interpreting the results. I conclude
with a discussion of implications for theory and policy.

Foreign Military Training and Norm Transmission

Since the end of the Cold War, foreign military training by liberal democratic
powers has increasingly focused on promoting norms.27 British policy, for ex-
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ample, has stated that “support to build the capacity of security forces must be
matched with efforts to build accountability, legitimacy and respect for human
rights.”28 Similarly, Canada’s Military Training and Cooperation Program
seeks to “promote Canadian democratic principles, the rule of law and the
protection of human rights.”29 The United States likewise emphasizes human
rights and civilian control of the military. The Barack Obama administration
articulated a goal of U.S. security sector assistance as promoting “universal
values, such as good governance, transparent and accountable oversight of se-
curity forces, rule of law . . . and respect for human rights.”30 As of 2017, U.S.
law requires that all efforts to build foreign military capacity include training
on “observance of and respect for the law of armed conºict, human rights and
fundamental freedoms, the rule of law, and civilian control of the military.”31

Importantly, the United States emphasizes norms training in different re-
gions. I ªnd that this training tends to occur in places where policymakers be-
lieve that more liberal and professional militaries are key to long-term political
stability and democracy, or where they need to couch security assistance in lib-
eral values to sell U.S. involvement.

Adherence to the liberal norms of human rights and civilian control of the
military were primary foreign policy objectives of U.S. training in sixty-two
states, as depicted in ªgure 1.32 Almost 90 percent of states in Africa receive
training on these norms each year. This prominence suggests that the United
States uses norms training in those places where it would prefer to delegate se-
curity management and avoid intervention.33 Because military training also
imparts human capital and technical skills, the United States hopes to simulta-
neously create more competent and more liberal armed forces, capable of pro-
viding security while avoiding repressive and corrupt behavior that can
jeopardize stability.

Foreign military training is a preferred tool to impart norms.34 Whereas
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other forms of security assistance such as arms transfers may come with condi-
tions to modify behavior or extract policy concessions, training seeks to
change military preferences primarily through socialization. Training offers
opportunities for teaching and persuasion, which can be powerful in shap-
ing professional worldviews.35 “Professional training,” according to Martha
Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink, “actively socializes people to value certain
things above others.”36 Trainers use their expertise, information, and resources
to promote certain norms while discouraging others.37 Consistent messaging
plays a role; as a military instructor tasked with training the new AFL put it,
“You tell somebody something long enough, they’ll believe it. You have to cap-
ture their mind for their body to follow.”38 Additionally, training offers oppor-
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Figure 1. Recipients of U.S. Military Norms Training in 2019

SOURCE: Data are from the Department of Defense and Department of State, Foreign Military
Training and DoD Engagement Activities of Interest, 2019–2020.

NOTE: The dark-shaded states represent recipients of U.S. military norms training in 2019.



tunities for interpersonal interaction and relationship-building, which may
help foster shared preferences.39

Training takes diverse forms. Military ofªcers attending regional seminars
or courses in U.S. military schools are exposed to liberal norms through pro-
grams such as the International Military Education and Training program.40

Tactical training can also include a normative component. For example, when
the U.S. military trains African counterterrorism forces, they spend up to a
week on human rights education in the context of targeting practices.41 Finally,
trainers try to tailor their application of norms to the local context. In Liberia,
for example, Michigan National Guard advisers explained human rights in
terms such as “it’s wrong to shoot individuals with 50-caliber bullets.”42

cultivating cohesion

But U.S. training imparts more than liberal norms—it also helps to cultivate
cohesion, which refers to the bonds that enable military forces to operate in a
uniªed, group- and mission-oriented way.43 The imperative to preserve these
bonds functions as a norm that motivates soldiers to prioritize loyalty and
commitment to their unit, the military, and shared goals. It is almost always in
the individual’s best interest to pursue cohesion, even though doing so can
sometimes require self-sacriªce for either the group or certain strategic goals.44

Indeed, at the military institutional level, cohesion represents a core interest.
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“Cohesion, discipline, and morale within the corps” are key to the military’s
self-preservation as well as its ability to secure other organizational interests.45

As David Pion-Berlin et al. note, “preservation of institutional unity has al-
ways been the centerpiece of military interests.”46

Cohesion functions as both a military norm (particularly at the individual
level) and an interest (particularly at the institutional level). Because this
article’s theory and tests focus on individual decision-making, I treat cohesion
as a norm, albeit one that is aligned to interests in ways that are difªcult to
fully separate.47

Cohesion reºects societal and political factors as well as military factors
such as operational practices and training.48 This article focuses on training,
which fosters a common military identity, skills, and modes of communication
that help to create cohesion over time.49 Cohesion is not taught as a principle
to follow (e.g., “do not abuse civilians”); rather, it is instilled through training
and practices that emphasize solidarity, shared identity, and teamwork to ac-
complish goals. Over time, this emphasis on solidarity, shared identity, and
teamwork contributes to a sensemaking process through which cohesion
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emerges as a norm. In Liberia, for example, trainers frequently used competi-
tion between small groups to both foster team-building and hold squad mem-
bers accountable to one another.50 AFL ofªcers described basic training as a
“culture shock”51 and that training ideas ranged from “intriguing” to “goofy,”
such as doing push-ups as punishment for not shining boots. Eventually,
however, the need for discipline and teamwork began to make sense to the
trainees.52 Although U.S. training does not explicitly seek to teach cohesion
in the same way that it teaches liberal norms, it increases capacity for uniªed
action, strengthens organizational interests, and it indirectly imparts a third
norm of cohesion.

explaining norm violations

The return on investment for imparting liberal norms often appears meager.
Evidence suggests that U.S.-trained militaries launch coups, subvert the rule of
law, and oppress the people they are supposed to protect.53 Infamously,
the U.S. Army’s School of the Americas—created in 1946 to educate Latin
American military ofªcers on “the virtues of democratic civilian control over
the armed forces”—produced a generation of coup-makers instead.54

The international relations literature offers contrasting explanations for
norm violations. One set of arguments suggests that the problem is insufªcient
training or attention to norms.55 As the head of U.S. Africa Command said af-
ter U.S.-trained soldiers were implicated in the 2012 coup d’état in Mali: “We
didn’t spend, probably, the requisite time focusing on values, ethics, and mili-
tary ethos.”56 In this view, norm violations reºect a failure to successfully so-
cialize militaries to new norms in the ªrst place. A second set of arguments, the
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rationalist perspective, uses a principal-agent framework to explain recipient
behavior.57 Providers function as principals that arm and equip weaker states
to act as agents on their behalf, but divergent priorities and asymmetric infor-
mation lead to agent-shirking and noncompliance.58 These studies suggest that
norm transmission, if attempted at all, will be anemic compared with the pow-
erful interests that motivate behavior.

Both explanations oversimplify decision-making in different but problem-
atic ways. The ªrst perspective, which emphasizes socialization, discounts the
power of interests in motivating behavior. It also fails to consider which norms
will exercise the most inºuence over decision-making. Conversely, the ratio-
nalist perspective discounts the role of norms in shaping preferences and con-
straining behavior. In contrast, I treat military decision-making as the joint
product of norms and interests, contributing to scholarship that examines
the conditions under which utilitarian or normative considerations govern
decision-making.59 Next, I look at how conºict between two liberal norms
weakens support for those norms and opens a pathway for other, more utili-
tarian norms to dominate.60

Theorizing Liberal Norm Conºict

I argue that in moments of norm conºict, militaries will prioritize cohesion
over the two liberal norms of respect for human rights and civilian control
of the military. My argument begins with the premise that norms mediate
decision-making because they serve as social constraints that people follow for
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psychological and sociological reasons. Nonconformity with group norms
can lead to social sanctions and shaming;61 violating personal beliefs can af-
fect self-esteem.62 People thus forgo pursuit of naked self-interest to maintain
their positive self-image and social standing. Similarly, collective actors com-
ply with norms to legitimize their behavior and minimize resistance from
other actors.63

Determining which norms to follow, however, is not always clear. There
are many different norms with potentially countervailing implications for
behavior—what Paul Kowert and Jeffrey Legro call the “ubiquity” of norms
problem.64 The problem of conºicting norms is well-noted in the literatures on
law, sociology, and international relations.65 For example, the international
relations literature has explored the tension between the norm of state sover-
eignty and humanitarian norms such as the “responsibility to protect.”66 More-
over, following certain norms may come at a cost to other values, even if the
decision is not framed as a choice between them.67 As Jon Elster puts it, “In
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some contexts, following the lodestar of outcome-oriented rationality is easy
compared with ªnding one’s way in a jungle of social norms.”68

Surprisingly, scholars and policymakers have neglected the problem of
norm conºict that is at the heart of liberal civil-military relations.69 In the lib-
eral formulation, the norms of human rights and civilian authority are mutu-
ally reinforcing. The empirical record underscores this assumption: where the
United States provides norms training, it typically bundles both norms as a
package deal. Almost every country in sub-Saharan Africa, for example, re-
ceives military training on both norms every year (see ªgure 1).

Liberalism’s inherent support for civilian control of the military assumes
that this civilian control represents the best way to protect both human rights
and democracy.70 Although these two norms usually are mutually reinforcing
in strong democracies, this assumption may fail in precisely the places where
norms training is most prevalent: weak democracies and fragile states. Such
states often lack strong legal institutions to rein in executive leaders, and their
militaries often lack robust military justice systems to establish the legality of
orders. Despite Eric Nordlinger’s warning that “liberalism’s abiding and in-
discriminate preference for civilian control is a debatable issue,” the problem
of norm conºict in liberal civil-military relations has avoided scrutiny.71

When situations arise with conºicting implications for behavior, militaries
face consequential choices without clear answers. The following section exam-
ines competing predictions about the effects of norm conºict on military
decision-making.

military responses to norm conºict

How will militaries respond to the conºicting norms of respect for human
rights and civilian control? Although U.S. policy discourse rarely broaches the
problem of norm conºict, there is an implicit expectation, should contradic-
tions arise, that the military will temporarily prioritize human rights rather
than defer to civilian authority. This expectation derives from liberal under-
standings of natural law; as the Defense Department notes, “the English phi-
losopher John Locke believed that human rights, not governments, came ªrst
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in the natural order of things.”72 Given that orders to abuse human rights vio-
late natural law, the military can justiªably disobey such presumably illegal
orders. This understanding reºects a long tradition in U.S. military norms,
which holds that military personnel must disobey orders that are “manifestly
illegal.”73 Less clear is whether ofªcers should obey orders that they perceive
to be immoral but not necessarily illegal.74 Still, the preference ordering is
clear: people ªrst, governments second. If norms conºict, the military should
choose human rights over civilian control.

There is some evidence that the United States tries to impart this rank-
ordering of norms. In testimony before U.S. Congress, the commander of U.S.
Africa Command said, “We recognize building legitimate defense institutions
is critical for African governments that prioritize the security of their citizens
over that of the state” (emphasis added).75 Evidence from my interviews sug-
gests that U.S. ofªcers at least occasionally socialize other militaries to follow
only legal orders. For example, the AFL’s top ofªcers, intensively trained by
the United States, said that the United States prepared the AFL to be “very
bold” in telling political leaders when they were asking the military to do
something they could not or should not do. In contrast, one ofªcer said, other
actors in Liberia lacked “courage” to defy illegal orders.76

The U.S. policy expectation that militaries will choose human rights rests
upon two assumptions. First, it assumes that choosing between conºicting
norms is easy. At the individual level, people are presumed to choose between
values with relative ease. Although people may resist substituting deeply
held values for less important ones, when the choice is between two important
values, they can frame the problem as a “tragic tradeoff” and avoid damage to
self-esteem or social standing.77 Moreover, the choice of which norm to privi-
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lege should be facilitated by the presence of a blueprint for prioritization
(“people ªrst”).

The second assumption is that norm conºict will not damage either norm.
Rank-ordering norms in a crisis should not make the violated norm any less
salient; rather, it is temporarily downgraded to accommodate the more impor-
tant principle in that moment.78 If anything, the process of adjudicating be-
tween the norms might strengthen them both. Research on norm contestation
suggests that norm conºicts can drive norm violations, but these violations ul-
timately strengthen socialization in the long term by clarifying ambiguity and
resolving future norm conºict.79

Insomuch as liberal powers think about other norms and interests beyond
these two central liberal norms, they treat them as unproblematic for crisis
decision-making. Norm conºicts are not viewed as problematic for cohesion; if
anything, cohesion should make militaries more uniªed in doing the right
thing. Properly socialized military personnel, according to the liberal training
logic, should be willing to make costly choices even as liberal normative con-
siderations should continue to guide decisions.

Counter to U.S. policy expectations, I argue that these assumptions rest on
shaky foundations. Instead, when liberal norms clash, military members fall
back on a third norm of cohesion that is consistent with group interests. Rank-
ordering of norms does happen but not in the direction that the United States
expects. Rather than choosing human rights over civilian control, military
decision-making is less likely to be constrained by either liberal norm in favor
of cohesion.

Norm conºicts make it more likely for soldiers to fall back on cohesion in at
least two ways. First, conºict makes the contested norms less salient during
the crisis. The assumption that norm conºict does not adversely affect norms
misses the alternative possibility that it makes them easier to ignore instead.80

Scholarship has shown that norm conºicts can weaken support for prohibition
norms in warfare, such as norms against the use of chemical weapons.81
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Contestation eliminates the “taken for granted” quality of norms; once chal-
lenged, norms may no longer “operate as either a focal point for mutual expec-
tations or as a naturalized guide for behavior.”82 Conºict between liberal
norms invites cost-beneªt calculations because the norms are no longer un-
questionable. It can be costly to choose between either disobeying leaders and
protecting civilians or, conversely, obeying leaders and brutalizing civilians.
Weighing costs and beneªts thus creates incentives to instrumentally follow
other norms that best serve soldiers’ interests. Militaries have another such
norm as recourse: cohesion, which is neither inherently liberal nor conºictive
with their self-interest.

Second, liberal norm conºicts are often situations that also threaten cohe-
sion. Crises that pit political leaders against the population, with the military
in the middle, are fraught situations that can threaten cohesion. Disagreement
over whether to obey orders may create fears of ªssures in the ranks.83 Indi-
viduals may be reluctant to make choices that they perceive as potentially divi-
sive and harmful to cohesion. Indeed, insights from the literature on military
obedience show that militaries often prioritize cohesion when deciding
whether to obey or defect during crises.84 I argue that psychological dynamics
explain why cohesion dominates decision-making. Structurally, cohesion be-
comes more salient even as the clashing liberal norms become less salient.

Prioritizing cohesion offers military members a way to behave normatively
while protecting their interests and preserving the organization. Contrary to a
purely instrumental logic under which norms are cast aside as soon as they
clash with interests, people still try to justify their actions in normative terms.85

But people can also choose strategically among norms. Because cohesion satis-
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ªes both interests and norms, I argue that it is more likely to be selected in a
crisis. This dynamic explains both the ascendance of cohesion and interests to
the forefront of decision-making and the descendance, even if temporary, of re-
gard for liberal norms. This dynamic does not mean that cohesion is funda-
mentally at odds with liberal norms, nor does it automatically predict norm
violations. Rather, conºict between liberal norms creates the conditions that
make violations possible. By vitiating liberal normative restraints, military cri-
sis decision-making will be driven by whatever best serves cohesion, which
may involve violating human rights, civilian control, or both norms. While this
argument seeks to explain changes in support for norms rather than speciªc
behavioral outcomes, I consider implications for behavior below.

Finally, several factors may exacerbate norm conºict. First, the liberal prefer-
ence ordering of “people ªrst, governments second” is not always communi-
cated clearly in practice. U.S.-trained militaries are not taught to choose
human rights nearly as systematically as the rhetoric suggests. One reason for
the disconnect between theory and practice is that policymakers may deny the
possibility of norm tradeoffs between human rights and civilian control be-
cause of the tendency to engage in wishful thinking.86 In private conversa-
tions, U.S. military ofªcers have described this potential for norm conºict as a
“conundrum” or “third rail” in security assistance, admitting that they try to
avoid addressing it altogether. When civilians order the military to do things
that are illegal, U.S. advice tends to be inchoate, offering “ªfty-four different
answers” depending on the situation.87

Another reason for the disconnect may be divergent preferences between
the U.S. military and its own civilian leaders; the Defense Department’s public
Lockean position has been undercut in unofªcial presidential rhetoric.88 Bu-
reaucratic silos may also play a role: Different entities conduct U.S. training on
civil-military relations and on human rights.

Second, militaries with histories of factionalism or civil war may be more
prone to prioritizing cohesion. Not only might these militaries be more sensi-
tive to the risk of internal rifts, but they often lack robust military justice sys-
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tems and doctrines to evaluate the legality of orders and provide guidance for
action. Illustrative evidence points to this kind of sensitivity in the Liberia
case. When asked in the survey what the Liberian military’s motto (“A Force
for Good”) meant to them, many soldiers’ responses emphasized cohesion:
“a force that can’t ever be factionalized,” “united,” and “here to stay.”

hypotheses

I predict that norm conºict will weaken support for liberal norms, undermin-
ing their robustness by making them less salient in crises.89 Rather than
prompting soldiers to choose human rights over civilian control, as the
United States expects, moments of norm conºict are more likely to under-
mine support for both norms and prompt militaries to select a third norm, co-
hesion, which is consistent with their interests. This argument produces the
following hypotheses:

H1: Moments of norm conºict reduce soldiers’ willingness to prioritize human
rights over civilian control.

H2: Moments of norm conºict reduce soldiers’ support for democratic norms.

H3: Moments of norm conºict increase soldiers’ prioritization of cohesion.

In contrast, U.S. policy expectations predict that soldiers experiencing norm
conºict will prioritize human rights. Although this choice temporarily rank-
orders human rights over civilian control, norm conºicts may enhance—or at
least not undermine—support for democratic norms. This outcome suggests
the following hypotheses:

H4: Moments of norm conºict increase soldiers’ willingness to prioritize hu-
man rights over civilian control.

H5: Moments of norm conºict increase soldiers’ support for democratic
norms.
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89. In the analyses that follow, I look at individual-level support as one dimension of norm ro-
bustness. Other dimensions beyond the scope of this article include “concordance, third-party
reactions to norm violations . . . and implementation.” See Nicole Deitelhoff and Lisbeth Zimmer-
mann, “Norms under Challenge: Unpacking the Dynamics of Norm Robustness,” Journal of Global
Security Studies, Vol. 4, No. 1 (2019), p. 2, https://doi.org/10.1093/jogss/ogy041.



Finally, I consider how liberal foreign military training might condition how
militaries respond to norm conºict. On the one hand, insomuch as training
promotes liberal norms and actively socializes a norm hierarchy of “people
ªrst,” then U.S. training should strengthen the propensity to prioritize human
rights. On the other hand, training cultivates a common identity and solidarity
at the individual level, increases military autonomy, and indirectly bolsters
organizational interests. Should norm conºict arise, training may strengthen
cohesion, at the expense of liberal norms. These alternatives suggest two
ªnal hypotheses:

H6a: Soldiers with U.S. training will be less likely to prioritize human rights or
support democratic norms in moments of norm conºict.

H6b: Soldiers with U.S. training will be more likely to prioritize human rights
and support democratic norms in moments of norm conºict.

scope conditions

Before turning to the empirical analyses, I consider the conditions under
which norm conºicts are more likely to occur and where their effects may be
more severe. The ªrst two scope conditions are regime type and institutional
strength—the likelihood and severity of norm conºict may increase in weak
democracies. First, democratic or pseudo-democratic90 states typically at least
attempt (or feign) to adhere to both norms. These are also the states that are
most likely to receive norms training, which means that the seeds of the di-
lemma are present. Other mechanisms can drive norm violations, but for norm
conºict to occur, both liberal norms must be present—otherwise there is no
contradiction. Further, sometimes the preferences of the government and the
population diverge in new or weak democracies, and these divergences may
prompt elites to use the military against the public.91

Moreover, such states typically have weak institutions and fragile rule of
law. Strong courts, legislatures, and military justice systems both constrain
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90. Pseudo-democratic refers to states that have the trappings of democratic institutions without
true democracy. Such states are also known as “hybrid regimes.” See Larry Diamond, “Elections
Without Democracy: Thinking About Hybrid Regimes,” Journal of Democracy, Vol. 13, No. 2 (2002),
pp. 21–35, https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2002.0025.
91. Cases of political upheaval in the developing world often feature embattled governments or-
dering militaries to repress protests, which forces the military to choose sides. Coups occurred in
Nigeria in the 1960s, for example, after military commanders had to choose between ªghting to
“maintain the government in power or overthrowing it themselves.” Nordlinger, Soldiers and Poli-
tics, p. 91.



leaders from making illegal orders and hold militaries accountable. These in-
stitutional restraints are one reason why norm conºicts surface less frequently
in established democracies and, if they do, why their effects tend to be less se-
vere. For example, when U.S. President Donald Trump suggested in 2018 that
soldiers would shoot any migrants who threw rocks along the Mexican border,
military leaders and analysts quickly emphasized that such a disproportionate
response would be illegal.92 Even if norm conºicts vitiate normative consider-
ations, institutions restrain behavior. The U.S. Uniform Code of Military
Justice, for example, provides legal guidance for military decision-making. Ro-
bust legal institutions capable of adjudicating between such conºicts, however,
are almost always missing in weak states where most norms training occurs.

The military’s orientation toward external defense or internal security may
also affect the likelihood of norm conºict and the severity of its effects. Militar-
ies tasked with law enforcement or regime protection are far more likely to
face crisis scenarios where norm conºicts can surface.93 Conversely, estab-
lished democracies generally avoid using the military for domestic law en-
forcement. Tension between respect for human rights and civilian control of
the military would not seem as remote a possibility in the United States if the
military were used for law enforcement, a problem avoided by the 1878 Posse
Comitatus Act, which banned use of the military in policing functions. Even
still, the United States has had historic ºashpoints during which states have
used their national guards to repress protests or to resist desegregation.94

President Trump’s deployment of active-duty troops to Washington, D.C., in
June 2020 to contain protests against police brutality and systemic racism
prompted one analyst to write: “Such action weakens the fundamental con-
tract between the military and the American people.”95

International Security 46:4 68

92. Associated Press, “Equating Rocks with Riºes, Trump Proposes Radical New Rules of Engage-
ment for Troops along Border,” Military Times, November 1, 2018, https://www.militarytimes
.com/news/your-military/2018/11/01/equating-rocks-with-riºes-trump-proposes-radical-new-
rules-of-engagement-for-troops-along-border/; and Tara Copp, “Here Are the Rules of Engage-
ment for Troops Deploying to the Mexican Border,” Military Times, November 2, 2018, https://
www.militarytimes.com/news/your-military/2018/11/02/here-are-the-rules-of-engagement-for-
troops-deploying-to-the-mexican-border/.
93. The military’s mission orientation might also affect the degree to which soldiers perceive there
to be a norm conºict (e.g., in orders to repress protests), a question for future research.
94. An example of using the national guard to repress protests includes when members of the
Ohio National Guard ªred on student protestors at Kent State University on May 4, 1970, killing
four and injuring nine. See Jerry M. Lewis and Thomas R. Hensley, “The May 4 Shootings at Kent
State University: The Search for Historical Accuracy,” M4Y, Kent State University, https://
www.kent.edu/may-4-historical-accuracy; and Jonathon Berlin and Kori Rumore, “12 Times the
President Called in the Military Domestically,” Chicago Tribune, June 1, 2020, http://www
.chicagotribune.com/news/ct-national-guard-deployments-timeline-htmlstory.html.
95. Paula Thornhill, “‘Beyond the Beltway’—What’s the Civil-Military Crisis?,” War on the Rocks,



The theoretical argument presented here focuses on military decision-
making rather than military behavior. The argument does not predict
which norms may be violated in a given crisis, only that conºict weakens lib-
eral norms, which increases the likelihood that norm violations will occur. To
explore the empirical implications, the analyses that follow look at the path-
ways by which individual shifts in attitudes occur.

The decision to focus on attitudinal shifts, rather than behavioral outcomes,
has theoretical justiªcation. Studying how beliefs and attitudes change is valu-
able in its own right. We cannot assume that beliefs change just because behav-
ior changes (or vice versa). Robert Jervis noted that while beliefs often drive
behavior, “such a correspondence is not automatic.”96 Studying each stage sep-
arately allows scholars to assess whether and how changes in attitudes affect
behavior.97 This separation is particularly important when dealing with com-
plex social processes such as military behavior in domestic crises. This separa-
tion also has precedent in the psychology literature, which tends to study
either attitude changes as the dependent variable or the effects of attitudes on
behavior as independent or intervening variables.98

While this article focuses on how norm conºict affects military attitudes to-
ward norms (rather than behavior), a large psychology literature shows that
attitudes are strong predictors of intentions, which in turn shape behavior.99

These studies show that when people have competing attitudes, they act ac-
cording to their strongest attitude.100

These insights allow us to consider the predicted behavioral implications, al-
though direct tests remain an important step for future research. On the one
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June 17, 2020, https://warontherocks.com/2020/06/beyond-the-beltway-whats-the-civil-military-
crisis/.
96. Jervis, “Understanding Beliefs,” p. 657.
97. Jack Levy also calls for two-stage approaches that measure both belief and behavior change.
See Jack S. Levy, “Learning and Foreign Policy: Sweeping a Conceptual Mineªeld,” International
Organization, Vol. 48, No. 2 (1994), pp. 279–312, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818300028198.
98. Alice H. Eagly, “Uneven Progress: Social Psychology and the Study of Attitudes,” Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, Vol. 63, No. 5 (1992), p. 705, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-
3514.63.5.693.
99. The theory of planned behavior argues that attitudes and norms shape intentions, which are
the immediate predictors of behavior. See Martin Fishbein and Icek Ajzen, Belief, Attitude, Inten-
tion, and Behavior: An Introduction to Theory and Research (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1975);
and Icek Ajzen, “The Theory of Planned Behavior,” Organizational Behavior and Human Decision
Processes, Vol. 50, No. 2 (1991), pp. 179–211, https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-5978(91)90020-T. The
theory of planned behavior has been used to predict a wide range of behaviors, from road rage to
vaccination. Other models linking attitudes to behavior include Alice H. Eagly and Shelly
Chaiken, The Psychology of Attitudes (Fort Worth, Texas: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1993).
100. Andrew R. Davidson and Diane M. Morrison, “Predicting Contraceptive Behavior from Atti-
tudes: A Comparison of Within- Versus Across-Subjects Procedures,” Journal of Personality and So-
cial Psychology, Vol. 45, No. 5 (1983), pp. 997–1009, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.45.5.997.



hand, the U.S. policy expectation is that militaries will continue to prioritize
liberal norms, which should in turn continue to shape behavior in benign
ways. Even if prioritizing human rights means defying civilian orders, we
would expect to see fewer abuses and less intervention if the policy expecta-
tion is correct that temporarily choosing human rights does not erode the
norm of civilian control. On the other hand, if norm conºict reduces support
for liberal norms and soldiers prioritize cohesion instead, the potential for
norm-violating behavior increases. Cohesion does not automatically predict
liberal norm violations, but it does predict that soldiers will do whatever best
serves cohesion, whether that means violating one or both liberal norms.

A broad comparative literature picks up the question of behavioral out-
comes, investigating what happens when militaries repress revolutions or de-
fect from the regime instead.101 These works examine how the regime, and
those in opposition to the regime, can activate different military interests
and identities.102 Many studies suggest that the decision to defect hinges on
military cohesion and whether militaries think that repression will undermine
cohesion.103 In short, this literature explains the paths that behavior can take
once cohesion is a dominant factor in military decision-making.

Cases in Tunisia and Egypt tentatively illustrate these divergent behavioral
outcomes. In Tunisia, mass protests in 2011 jeopardized Zine El Abidine Ben
Ali’s grasp on power. Rather than repress the protests, the military withdrew
support from the regime, allowing Ben Ali to fall—but the decision to pri-
oritize human rights did not correspond with reduced support for civilian
control.104 In short, the behavioral outcomes in this case aligned to U.S. expec-
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101. Revolutions are an extreme case; my argument does not require revolutionary moments, just
a conºict between the imperatives to protect people and to obey political leaders, which could
happen during unrest short of widescale rebellion.
102. See, for example, Aurel Croissant, David Kuehn, and Tanja Eschenauer, “The ‘Dictator’s End-
game’: Explaining Military Behavior in Nonviolent Anti-Incumbent Mass Protests,” Democracy and
Security, Vol. 14, No. 2 (2018), pp. 174–199, https://doi.org/10.1080/17419166.2017.1423471; Holger
Albrecht and Dorothy Ohl, “Exit, Resistance, Loyalty: Military Behavior during Unrest in Authori-
tarian Regimes,” Perspectives on Politics, Vol. 14, No. 1 (2016), pp. 38–52, https://doi.org/10.1017/
S1537592715003217; Bellin, “Reconsidering the Robustness of Authoritarianism in the Middle
East”; and Michael Makara, “Coup-Prooªng, Military Defection, and the Arab Spring,” Democracy
and Security, Vol. 9, No. 4 (2013), pp. 334–359, https://doi.org/10.1080/17419166.2013.802983.
103. Lee, “Military Cohesion and Regime Maintenance”; Barany, How Armies Respond to Revolu-
tions and Why; Morency-Laºamme, “A Question of Trust”; and McLauchlin, “Loyalty Strategies
and Military Defection in Rebellion.” David Pion-Berlin et al. and Eva Bellin suggest that militar-
ies are more likely to disobey orders when they worry that repression will undermine cohesion.
Pion-Berlin, Esparza, and Grisham, “Staying Quartered”; and Bellin, “Reconsidering the Robust-
ness of Authoritarianism in the Middle East.” The implication is that cohesive militaries will
be more likely to repress civilians, but cohesion could also make units more likely to defy or-
ders. See Jesse Paul Lehrke, “A Cohesion Model to Assess Military Arbitration of Revolutions,”
Armed Forces and Society, Vol. 40, No. 1 (2014), pp. 156–157, https://doi.org/10.1177/0095327X1
2459851.
104. David Kuehn, “Midwives or Gravediggers of Democracy? The Military’s Impact on Demo-



tations. Egypt’s case initially followed a similar trajectory. When protests
erupted against Hosni Mubarak in 2011, the chief of staff of the armed forces
assured the U.S. military “that the armed forces would defend Egyptian insti-
tutions, not individuals, and would not open ªre on civilians.”105 Yet after
Mubarak’s fall and democratic elections in 2012, the military intervened again
a year later, seizing power. Under General Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, elected presi-
dent in 2014, human rights abuses soared, pointing to an erosion of both liberal
norms. The argument advanced in this article presents a causal pathway by
which liberal norm conºict may have created the conditions that allowed in-
terests to dominate the Egyptian military’s decision-making. The Egyptian
case is noteworthy because it serves as a behavioral model for other militaries.
In an interview with two AFL ofªcers, I asked what they might do if the norms
of human rights and civilian control came into conºict. Without pausing, they
answered: “Egypt [the Egyptian military in 2011].”106

Research Design

To explore the seven hypotheses, I designed an experiment embedded in a sur-
vey of active-duty AFL personnel across military bases in Liberia. The experi-
ment primes soldiers in the treatment group to think about liberal norm
conºict by asking them to consider a scenario in which the president orders
the military to put down protests with force. To avoid potentially biased re-
sponses, the soldiers were asked to evaluate the commander’s response rather
than provide their own preferences directly.107

In Liberia, liberal norm conºict might not only occur but also lead to perni-
cious outcomes. Dysfunctional civil-military relations contributed to fourteen
years of civil war that ravaged the country between 1989 and 2003.108 Today,
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cratic Development,” Democratization, Vol. 24, No. 5 (2017), p. 786, https://doi.org/10.1080/
13510347.2017.1324421; and Risa Brooks, “Abandoned at the Palace: Why the Tunisian Military
Defected from the Ben Ali Regime in January 2011,” Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 36, No. 2
(2013), pp. 205–220, https://doi.org/10.1080/01402390.2012.742011.
105. Scott Shane and David D. Kirkpatrick, “Military Caught between Mubarak and Protesters,”
New York Times, February 10, 2011, https://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/11/world/middleeast/
11military.html.
106. Author interview with AFL ofªcers A and B, Monrovia, July 19, 2017.
107. The alternative would be to ask people directly what they would do in such a situation. But
such questions could result in biased estimates if people perceived truthful answers as being so-
cially undesirable. See Theresa DeMaio, “Social Desirability and Survey Measurement: A Review,”
in Charles F. Turner and Elizabeth Martin, eds., Surveying Subjective Phenomenon, Vol. 2 (Thousand
Oaks, Calif.: Sage, 1984). Another problem is that people may not correctly identify their true pref-
erences. Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, “Rational Choice and the Framing of Decisions,”
Journal of Business, Vol. 59, No. 4 (1986), pp. S251–S278, https://doi.org/10.1086/296365; and Amos
Tversky and Richard H. Thaler, “Anomalies: Preference Reversals,” Journal of Economic Perspec-
tives, Vol. 4, No. 2 (Spring 1990), pp. 201–211, https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.4.2.201.
108. For background on the war, as well as historical U.S. security assistance in Liberia, see Josef



Liberia is a transitional democracy; elections in 2017 marked the ªrst peaceful
transfer of power in over seventy years.109 Rule of law has yet to fully mature;
as of 2017 (when the survey was conducted), the AFL still lacked a functioning
military justice system.110 Although Liberia is a typical case for liberal norm
conºict, it is not an easy case for my theory. After the war, the United States re-
built the AFL.111 The U.S. training program heavily emphasized liberal norms,
socializing the Liberian military to respect human rights and civilian authority.
The program architects believed that these norms were key to preventing a
repeat of the brutal civil war; by trainers’ accounts, the message was well re-
ceived.112 The war had shattered old norms and AFL recruits were eager for
change, making Liberia a most-likely case in which liberal norms could take
root. Interviews with the AFL leadership further reveal that the United States
tried to instill a preference ordering among the norms, teaching the AFL to
obey only legal orders.

Liberia is also a valuable case for assessing the effects of U.S. training be-
cause of the high level of U.S. involvement, which helps to shed light on causal
pathways. Cases with “extreme” values on independent variables are useful
for illustrating mechanisms.113 Furthermore, as exposure to postwar U.S. train-
ing varied across recruits, who joined the military in eight waves, there is
built-in variation in the army-building program, which tapered off partially by
design and partially because it ran out of money before completion.114 In the
end, roughly one-third of the rebuilt AFL received the full U.S. training se-

International Security 46:4 72
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109. Reuters Staff, “White House: Liberia Transfer of Power a ‘Major Milestone,’” Reuters,
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110. Author interview with UN Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) ofªcials A and B, Monrovia, July 17,
2017.
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Liberia, with the United States supporting military reform and UNMIL supporting police and
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“Background,” United Nations Mission in Liberia, last modiªed March 20, 2018, https://
unmil.unmissions.org/background.
112. Author interview via Zoom with former DynCorp instructor A, May 27, 2021; and author in-
terview via Zoom with former DynCorp instructors B and C, June 5, 2021.
113. Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social
Sciences (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2005); and Jason Seawright, Multi-Method Social Science:
Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Tools (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2016).
114. The program was funded by a one-time appropriation from Congress. When the money ran
out, the program ended. Author interview via telephone with State Department ofªcial A, Au-
gust 21, 2014; and Sean McFate, Building Better Armies: An Insider’s Account of Liberia (Carlisle, Pa.:
Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army War College Press, 2013), p. 30, https://www.jstor.org/
stable/resrep11245.



quence, one-third received partial U.S. training, and one-third received no U.S.
training. I leverage this variation to explore differences in experimental treat-
ment effects across levels of training.

I partnered with a local ªrm, Q&A, to administer the survey in December
2017 to 270 AFL respondents.115 A multistage sampling process drew a random
sample of respondents from every unit roster on bases across Liberia.116 AFL
rosters indicated that it had fewer than 2,000 soldiers, and thus the sample rep-
resents around 15 percent of the force. Because of the small sample size, I treat
the results that follow as a plausibility probe of the argument. The survey sam-
ple is representative of the force, with AFL recruitment group, rank, and gen-
der distributions tracking closely to the population. Ranks in the sample
ranged from private to colonel; the median rank of the survey respondents
was specialist, and the median age was thirty-seven years old.117

experimental design

I designed the experiment to prime respondents to recognize a conºict between
the liberal norms of human rights and civilian control. Respondents who were
randomly assigned to the treatment group heard the following scenario:

After a big tariff increase, local business owners go on strike and there are pro-
tests in the streets. The Liberian National Police are managing it, but the presi-
dent wants to send a forceful message and calls on the military to intervene
to stop the protests. The military commander refuses to send soldiers into
the streets to stop the protests.

Immediately afterward, as part of the treatment condition, respondents se-
lected the statement that was the closest match to their own opinion about the
case: “The military should not have intervened, it was an illegal order”;
“The military should have intervened, it was a legal order”; or “It does
not matter, as long as the military follows the commander’s orders and
sticks together.”

I worked with AFL leadership to identify and design a treatment scenario
that was a salient example of norm conºict (i.e., an illegal order that soldiers
should refuse to obey). The AFL’s constitutional role is modeled on that of the
United States; it similarly restricts military involvement in domestic law en-
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115. Two factors drove the survey’s timing: the 2017 elections, and the March 2018 closure of
UNMIL. December 2017 represented a window of opportunity to evaluate the effects of training
on the AFL after the main effort had ended but before the political status quo changed.
116. See the online appendix for additional details.
117. There were only two general ofªcers in the military as of 2017, both of whom participated in
in-depth, semi-structured interviews. Summary statistics are in the online appendix.



forcement.118 The 1979 rice riots, a civil-military ºashpoint in Liberia, also give
this scenario historical precedence.119

Respondents who were randomly assigned to the control group did not hear
any scenario. Because the treatment condition included a follow-up question
that I used to construct a measure of prioritizing cohesion (described below),
respondents in the control group received a similarly structured question
about an unrelated topic. They were asked to choose the statement closest to
their own opinion about AFL participation in international peacekeeping:120

“International peacekeeping should be a primary mission for the AFL”; “It is
okay to contribute to international peacekeeping occasionally, but not as a pri-
mary mission”; or “It does not matter, as long as the military executes the mis-
sion successfully.”121

After hearing the scenario (or control prompt), respondents were asked a
series of outcome measure questions. First, I tested respondents’ willingness to
prioritize human rights. Respondents were asked whether they agreed with
the following statement on a scale from 1 (“not at all”) to 4 (“a lot”): “The mil-
itary should follow an approach that prioritizes the security of the people over
the security of the government.”122 Second, I tested respondents’ support for
democracy and its alternatives, such as military rule, which represents a rejec-
tion of liberal civilian authority. These questions used standardized language
from Afrobarometer public opinion surveys.123 Respondents were asked
whether they would disapprove or approve of the following alternatives:
“Only one political party is allowed to stand for election and hold ofªce”;
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118. According to the 2008 National Defense Act, the AFL may intervene in emergencies “only as
a last resort, when the threat exceeds the capacity of law enforcement agencies to respond.” The
scenario notes that the police are “managing” the situation, which AFL leaders felt clearly signaled
that the order was illegal.
119. Although the rice riots were important, they occurred thirty-eight years prior to the survey.
To the extent that effects persisted, it is unclear in what direction they might affect results.
“Pretreatment” through real-world events can lead to underestimating treatment effects. If any-
thing, the events of 1979 might make respondents more attuned to human rights, biasing results in
favor of U.S. policy expectations.
120. International peacekeeping is not controversial in Liberia. It is an AFL mission outlined in the
2008 National Defense Act, although opinions vary over whether it should be a primary or sec-
ondary mission.
121. Figure A3 in the online appendix summarizes the experimental design.
122. I use the term “security of the people” to capture the concept of human rights because the Li-
berian and U.S. militaries use similar terms to talk about the military’s role in protecting human
rights. Author interview with AFL ofªcer C, Monrovia, July 20, 2017; and U.S. Africa Command,
Testimony of Gen. Thomas D. Waldhauser, p. 5.
123. See “Summary of Results, Afrobarometer Round 6, Survey on Liberia, 2015,” Practical
Sampling International, Afrobarometer, https://afrobarometer.org/publications/liberia-round-6-
summary-results-2015. Afrobarometer considers respondents as “fully demanding democracy”
when they explicitly support democracy and reject its alternatives.



“The army comes in to govern the country”; and “Elections and the House of
Representatives are abolished so that the president can decide everything.”
For each alternative, respondents expressed disapproval or approval on a scale
from 1 (“strongly disapprove”) to 5 (“strongly approve”).

Respondents were then asked to choose the statement closest to their own
opinion from three options: “Democracy is preferable to any other kind of gov-
ernment”; “In some circumstances, a nondemocratic government can be pref-
erable”; and “For someone like me, it doesn’t matter what kind of government
we have.” Because these response options are categorical, the results that fol-
low used a dummy variable that I coded as 1 if the respondent chose the ªrst
option and 0 otherwise.

To evaluate whether respondents prioritized cohesion after hearing the
scenario, I coded a dummy variable that took a value of 1 if the respondent
chose the third response option to the treatment question (“It does not matter,
as long as the military follows the commander’s orders and sticks together”)
or control question (“It does not matter, as long as the military executes the
mission successfully”). These options were designed to capture a rough meas-
ure of prioritizing cohesion in each case. This measure cannot provide conclu-
sive evidence of causality because the questions were not worded identically.
But it offers suggestive evidence for how norm conºict may affect preferences
over cohesion. I also used additional tests to further probe the relationship be-
tween norm conºict and cohesion.

measuring u.s. training

To evaluate how foreign military training affects soldiers’ responses to norm
conºict, I leveraged individual-level data on exposure to U.S. training. The
U.S. program to rebuild the AFL began in 2006, with recruits entering the new
force in eight groups called “batches” from 2006 through 2015.124 The ªrst
batch of recruits were, as the instructors called them, the “guinea pigs.”125 In
this “proof of concept” class, 105 soldiers entered basic training in July 2006,
and 102 graduated ªve months later.126 The entire batch moved together
through eleven weeks of Initial Entry Training, four weeks of Advanced Indi-
vidual Training, and a four-week Basic Non-commissioned Ofªcer Course
(BNOC).127 Eleven candidates with bachelor’s degrees entered an additional
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124. The majority of soldiers were inducted in batches 2–5, with smaller classes in batches 1 and
6–8.
125. Author interview with AFL ofªcer C, Monrovia, July 20, 2017.
126. Author interview via telephone with former U.S. Embassy ofªcial, June 13, 2017.
127. Mark Malan, Security Sector Reform in Liberia: Mixed Results from Humble Beginnings (Carlisle,
Pa.: Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army War College Press, 2008), pp. 33–34, https://



six-week Ofªcer Candidate School (OCS), forming the ºedgling AFL ofªcer
corps. The second batch entered basic training in July 2007.

The period of U.S. training ran from 2006 to 2009 and was primarily
executed by two ªrms, DynCorp International and Paciªc Architects &
Engineers.128 The early training heavily emphasized liberal norms because the
program designers believed “that after 14 years of civil war, most Liberians
knew how to ªre an AK-47 but did not know when or at what.”129 To inculcate
liberal norms, DynCorp invited civics trainers, Liberian academics, and other
experts to conduct three weeks of intensive training on the laws of war, civil-
military relations, and human rights that “dwarfed all other training.”130 This
three-week curriculum was the ªrst casualty of funding shortfalls,131 but
norms training continued alongside technical training from basic training
through OCS.132 As the AFL soldiers went through basic training, their U.S. in-
structors “kept beating it into [their] heads that the military’s role was to serve
the population,” subject to civilian control.133 This emphasis on liberal norms
was “surprising”; there was “a lot of new doctrine being preached.”134

Importantly, exposure to U.S. training varied across the recruitment batches,
which allowed me to test for heterogeneous treatment effects. Batches 1–3 re-
ceived the full U.S. training sequence, the middle batches (4–5) received vary-
ing amounts of training,135 and the ªnal three batches received no U.S.
training.136 By 2009, all training responsibilities had transitioned to a Liberian
lead; DynCorp only observed the training for batch 6.137 Four years later, the
AFL managed its own recruitment and basic training for batch 7, followed by
the ªnal batch in 2015.
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ssi.armywarcollege.edu/2008/pubs/security-sector-reform-in-liberia-mixed-results-from-
humble-beginnings/.
128. The State Department awarded a contract to DynCorp and Paciªc Architects & Engineers to
conduct the training, partly because the ªrms emphasized their commitment to norms training.
Author interview with former DynCorp ofªcial A, Washington, D.C., June 28, 2017. For detailed
accounts of the program, see McFate, Building Better Armies; and Malan, Security Sector Reform in
Liberia.
129. McFate, Building Better Armies, p. 85. Other program architects conªrmed this belief. Author
interview via Zoom with former DynCorp ofªcial C, May 14, 2021.
130. Ibid.
131. The State Department ordered DynCorp to pare down the curriculum after batch 1 as a cost-
saving measure. Author interview with former DynCorp ofªcial B, Monrovia, December 14, 2017.
See also McFate, Building Better Armies, p. 87.
132. Author interview with AFL ofªcers A and B, Monrovia, July 19, 2017.
133. Author interview with AFL Chief of Staff, Monrovia, July 18, 2017.
134. Author interview with AFL ofªcers A and B, Monrovia, July 19, 2017.
135. Batches 1–3 received the entire sequence, from Initial Entry Training through Ofªcer Can-
didate School, with most soldiers then attending specialized training in the United States. Batches
4–5 had an abridged sequence, with Basic Non-commissioned Ofªcer Course dropping out for
ofªcers’ training, and fewer soldiers receiving additional training than soldiers in batches 1–3. Au-
thor interview with AFL ofªcers A and B, Monrovia, July 19, 2017.
136. Batches 6–8 did not receive comparable training from any other international actors.
137. The U.S. military began a mentoring and advising mission, Operation Onward Liberty, in
2010, but the new mission did not provide basic or advanced training.



The amount and quality of training that the Liberian-led batches received
declined after batch 5, owing to the lack of Liberian resources or capacity to
conduct training on their own. Because the Liberians were not prepared
to ªeld their own BNOC or OCS classes, the training sequence was trun-
cated and batches 6–8 failed to produce more than a handful of noncommis-
sioned ofªcers and ofªcers. In 2017, a U.S. military training team went to
Liberia to help design new OCS and BNOC courses. They found only one
working computer on the training base and no sign of prior curricula.138

The emphasis on norms, which had been rooted in the trainers’ beliefs
about the causes and effects of Liberia’s war, also faded as the U.S. instructors
cycled out of the training sequence.

For the tests that follow, I operationalized U.S. training by collapsing the
“batch” variable into a dummy “training” variable that I coded as 1 if the re-
spondent joined the AFL in batches 1–5 (any U.S. training) and 0 otherwise.139

Testing Effects of Liberal Norm Conºict on Decision-Making

This section presents results from empirical tests of my argument about the ef-
fects of liberal norm conºict on military decision-making, along with alterna-
tive arguments about socialization and the mechanisms that connect norm
conºict with prioritization of cohesion. First, I conduct difference-in-means
tests across the experimental groups. These tests compare average responses
across the treatment and control groups, which allows me to evaluate the ef-
fects of respondents’ hearing the norm conºict scenario. Because my argument
and U.S. policy expectations make opposing predictions, the hypothesis tests
are two-tailed. Table 1 reports the results.140

The results show that respondents who were exposed to norm conºict—the
treatment—are less likely to support prioritizing human rights. The scenario
about the government ordering the army to repress protests corresponds with
a nearly 0.25 unit decrease in a four-point scale for prioritizing human rights.
This ªnding is consistent with H1, which predicts that moments of norm
conºict will reduce soldiers’ willingness to prioritize human rights over civil-
ian control. This ªnding contradicts the U.S. policy expectation laid out in H4,
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138. Author interview with mobile training team members A and B, Monrovia, July 14, 2017. The
ªrst Liberian-led OCS class graduated in July 2017, but the Liberian government refused to com-
mission any of the graduates, a decision that U.S. ofªcials felt reºected a lack of conªdence in the
training.
139. Robustness tests in the online appendix use an alternative variable speciªcation.
140. Because two of the outcome measures are binary variables, I run these models using robust
standard errors to account for heteroskedasticity. For an alternative speciªcation of a logistic re-
gression model, see the online appendix.



which is that soldiers ought to be more willing to prioritize human rights. Fig-
ure 2 graphs the distribution of support for prioritizing human rights across
experimental conditions.141

The results in table 1 also suggest that exposure to norm conºict drives sol-
diers to prioritize cohesion. The likelihood that respondents prioritize cohe-
sion doubles from no norm conºict (control) to norm conºict (treatment). This
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141. Four respondents either said that they “did not know” or refused to answer this question. Be-
cause the “missingness rate” is very low, I dropped these observations from the sample, following
Cyrus Samii, “Perils or Promise of Ethnic Integration? Evidence from a Hard Case in Burundi,”
American Political Science Review, Vol. 107, No. 3 (2013), p. 566, https://doi.org/10.1017/S000305
5413000282.

Table 1. Difference in Means for Respondents Assigned to Treatment and Control

Variable
Control
Mean

Treatment
Mean Difference

(Standard
Error)

Prioritize human rights 3.42 3.19 �0.23 (0.13)*
Support army rule 2.42 2.60 �0.18 (0.18)
Support one-party rule 1.73 1.62 �0.11 (0.12)
Support one-person rule 1.44 1.45 �0.01 (0.09)
Prefer democracy 0.81 0.80 �0.01 (0.05)
Prioritize cohesion 0.15 0.30 �0.15 (0.05)***

NOTE: *** p � 0.01, ** p � 0.05, * p � 0.01.

Figure 2. Distribution of Support for Prioritizing Human Rights



ªnding provides additional support for my argument, consistent with H3,
which predicts that moments of norm conºict will lead soldiers to prioritize
cohesion. Because of how this measure is constructed, however, these results
must be interpreted with caution. Additional tests, described below, provide
further evidence that a connection between liberal norm conºict and prioritiz-
ation of cohesion exists.

The other variables, which measure support for democratic norms, are not
signiªcantly different across treatment and control groups. I argue that norm
conºict will weaken support for democratic norms (H2), while U.S. policy ex-
pectations predict that conºict will sharpen support for them (H5). The signs
of the baseline results are generally in the expected direction—respondents ex-
posed to norm conºict are slightly more likely to support army rule and one-
person rule, and slightly less likely to always prefer democracy—but none of
these effects are statistically signiªcant. In short, the results do not clearly sup-
port either hypothesis.

One interpretation of these null results is that while moments of norm
conºict produce immediate decisions over which norms to prioritize,
norm support erodes more slowly over time.142 Another possibility is that sub-
sequent acts of norm violation weaken norm support, as soldiers attempt to
minimize cognitive dissonance caused by divergence between beliefs and be-
havior. If prioritizing cohesion leads soldiers to defy civilian orders, for exam-
ple, then we might expect to see a sharper drop in support for democratic
norms. Because the survey only measures shifts in support for norms in
the immediate moment of norm conºict, assessing the effects of subsequent
behavior on attitudes remains an important question for future investigation.

Overall, these initial results provide mixed support for my argument. These
baseline results suggest that norm conºict reduces soldiers’ willingness to pri-
oritize human rights and increases their inclination to prioritize cohesion, al-
though the effects on support for democratic norms are muted. Importantly,
these shifts in support for norms undercut two common policy assumptions.
First, liberal training policy hinges on the expectation that soldiers will priori-
tize human rights when faced with norm conºict; if anything, the opposite is
true. Second, liberal policy ignores the possibility that soldiers will prioritize
cohesion, but the results suggest that soldiers may choose this norm instead—
creating the conditions under which liberal norm violations can occur. These
initial comparisons, however, mask the variation across subgroups that I ex-
plore next.
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142. Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.



conditional effects of training

To examine how U.S. training affects responses to norm conºict, I compare dif-
ferences in means across treatment and control groups conditioned on level of
prior training. I use the “training” dummy variable that takes a value of 1 if
the respondent was in an AFL recruitment group that had U.S. training, and
0 otherwise. Figure 3 presents the results.

Overall, respondents with U.S. training were signiªcantly less likely to ex-
press willingness to prioritize human rights after hearing the norm conºict
scenario. They were somewhat less likely to express absolute support for de-
mocracy and somewhat more likely to express support for army rule, although
these results are not statistically distinguishable from zero. In contrast, respon-
dents without U.S. training were signiªcantly less likely to express support for
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Figure 3. Effects of Norm Conºict, Conditioned on Level of Training

NOTE: The ªgure graphs the contrasts between treatment and control groups for soldiers
with and without U.S. training. Results shown with 95 percent conªdence intervals.



one-party rule and somewhat less likely to support one-person rule.143 Finally,
U.S.-trained respondents were signiªcantly more likely to emphasize cohesion
when exposed to norm conºict. Even though not all of the differences are sta-
tistically signiªcant, the pattern of coefªcients is consistent across measures
and provides support for H6a, which predicts that U.S. training will make re-
spondents less willing to prioritize liberal norms.

It is possible that these results are an artifact of small sample size because
there were only forty-nine respondents in the “no U.S. training” category.144

More likely, however, is that these results reºect growing identiªcation with
the military institution associated with training and time in service. I hypothe-
size that people who have been in the military longer, receiving more training
and socialization, perceive a higher need to protect the organization and be-
come more likely to prioritize cohesion. If this is the case, then, the apparent
willingness to prioritize human rights among the least-trained soldiers might
reºect less loyalty to the military institution—a quality that would, paradoxi-
cally, make them worse soldiers. It is also worth considering that militaries
are hierarchical institutions: leaders give orders and the rank and ªle obey. In
the Liberian case, respondents with more U.S. training are also more likely to
have command roles. In a crisis, these respondents would be the decision-
makers issuing orders. Their unwillingness to prioritize human rights or sup-
port liberal norms when exposed to the norm conºict scenario has troubling
implications for behavioral outcomes in a real-world crisis.

effects of training without norm conºict

Next, I conduct tests to probe the mechanisms and rule out alternative expla-
nations, including that socialization never happened and that time in service
alone explains attitudes toward norms. First, respondents in the survey sam-
ple with the most U.S. training are also the soldiers with the most time in
service; in other words, U.S. training is collinear to tenure in the military.
Rather than U.S. training conditioning the effects of norm conºict, it is possible
that tenure in the military conditions attitudes toward norms. If that is the
case, then the ªndings may reºect the failure of training to impart norms in
the ªrst place, in line with prevailing arguments about the causes of norm vio-
lations among U.S.-trained forces.145
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143. Ellen Johnson Sirleaf and the Unity Party held the presidency in Liberia from 2006 to 2018.
The political makeup of the country was consistent between the ªrst and last batches, which helps
rule out the possibility that other factors drive this result.
144. Of the forty-nine respondents, twenty-seven were assigned to the control group and twenty-
two to the treatment group.
145. Powelson, “Enduring Engagement Yes, Episodic Engagement No”; Savage and Caverley,
“When Human Capital Threatens the Capitol”; and Biddle, Macdonald, and Baker, “Small Foot-
print, Small Payoff.”



To test this alternative explanation, I evaluate the relationship between
U.S. training and support for liberal norms in the absence of norm conºict.
I limited the survey sample to respondents who were randomly assigned to
the control group and did not hear the treatment scenario (n � 144). I then esti-
mated models that regress the outcome measures on U.S. training, using the
“batch” variable that ranges from batch 1 to batch 8. For ease of interpreting
the results, I ºipped the values of the variable so that higher values indicate
earlier batches that received more training.

Each model includes three control variables. The ªrst variable, “education,”
is included because it could affect both support for liberal norms and exposure
to training. For example, soldiers must meet certain English language pro-
ªciency standards to qualify for training in the United States. Education also
determines eligibility for the ofªcer corps, in which soldiers receive additional
training. The second variable, “wealth,” is an index variable of personal assets
commonly used to proxy for wealth.146 As with education, wealth could affect
attitudes toward norms as well as the types of education and access to employ-
ment opportunities. The third variable is “rank,” a dummy variable that takes
a value of 1 if the respondent is in the ofªcer corps. Ofªcers receive differ-
ent training opportunities and often come from different social backgrounds
than the rank and ªle, which could similarly affect attitudes.

Table 2 presents the results of ordinary least squares regressions; for the de-
mocracy model, because of the binary outcome measure, I use a linear prob-
ability model with robust standard errors.147 The results show that soldiers
with more U.S. training were signiªcantly more likely to express support
for liberal norms than soldiers with less U.S. training. Soldiers who received
full training (batch 1) were much more likely to express willingness to priori-
tize human rights over regime security than those who received no training
(batch 8). Yet these are the same soldiers who expressed less support for norms
in the presence of norm conºict. These results lend support for rejecting two
alternative explanations: that socialization never happened in the ªrst place,
and that tenure in the military alone shapes attitudes toward norms (at least
not in ways that are inherently antithetical to liberal norms).

One issue that complicates the ability to interpret these results is that assign-
ments to U.S. training were not random.148 Consequently, age or time effects
could also explain variation in attitudes across batches. For example, respon-
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146. The variables “education” and “wealth” use standardized language from the Afrobarometer
surveys.
147. The results are robust to an alternative speciªcation as a logistic regression model, reported
in the online appendix.
148. Assignment to the norm conºict treatment was random, which means that the distribution of



dents who joined in batch 1 would have been closer to the war chronologically
and thus more affected by it. Age could have a similar effect, with older re-
spondents’ preferences shaped by longer exposure to conºict. Two factors help
to mitigate these concerns. First, because of the timeline of the U.S. program,
batches 1–6 were recruited and trained within a narrow window (2006–2009).
The largest gap between recruitment and training was between batch 6 and
batch 7 (2009–2013). Second, the ages of AFL soldiers are relatively homoge-
nous. Although 60 percent of Liberians are less than twenty-ªve years old, the
median AFL soldier is thirty-seven years old. The AFL has struggled to recruit
younger people who can meet its literacy requirements, given the mass dis-
ruption of education during the war.149 As a result, 87 percent of the survey
sample was over the age of thirty, reducing concerns over age effects.150

Another potential inferential issue is that people who joined in earlier
batches may have already left the military, leaving behind those most commit-
ted to military service. This selection bias is unlikely for two reasons. First, the
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covariates across treatment and control groups should be similar. Balance statistics, presented in
the online appendix, conªrm that the distribution of covariates is similar across treatment levels.
149. For example, all 25,000 applicants to the University of Liberia in 2013 failed the entrance
exam because they lacked a “basic grasp of English.” See David Smith, “All 25,000 Candidates Fail
Liberian University Entrance Exam,” Guardian, August 27, 2013, https://www.theguardian .com/
world/2013/aug/27/all-candidates-fail-liberia-university-test.
150. The most direct way to mitigate concerns is to include age as a control variable, but this is
problematic because age is highly correlated with “batch” (r � 0.52). I excluded age from the pri-
mary models but included it in robustness checks reported in the online appendix. The results are
largely robust to controlling for age.

Table 2. Training and Support for Liberal Norms

Dependent variable

Human
rights

Army
rule

One-party
rule

One-person
rule Democracy

Training 0.078* �0.155** �0.110** �0.106*** 0.050***
(0.046) (0.068) (0.047) (0.033) (0.018)

Education �0.036 �0.100 0.025 0.075 �0.018***
(0.075) (0.110) (0.076) (0.053) (0.028)

Wealth 0.097 �0.165 0.085 0.007 0.039
(0.101) (0.147) (0.102) (0.072) (0.045)

Rank �0.215 0.172 �0.472 �0.484* �0.274
(0.378) (0.549) (0.382) (0.268) (0.181)

Observations 144 139 140 140 144

NOTE: Columns 1–4 are ordinary least squares regressions; column 5 is a linear probability
model with robust standard errors. *** p � 0.01, ** p � 0.05, * p � 0.01.



AFL lacks formal processes for separating from the force; soldiers’ initial con-
tracts were automatically renewed, which kept people in who otherwise might
have left.151 Second, the distribution of batches across the survey sample tracks
closely to the initial distribution of batches at the force level based on batch
graduation ªgures, which suggests that attrition did not disproportionately af-
fect earlier batches.152

Finally, I consider other alternative arguments. In particular, it could be that
U.S. training emphasized civilian control, command and control, or cohesion
over human rights, which would explain the decreased support for prioritiz-
ing human rights among earlier cohorts. Although the survey experiment does
not allow for testing these alternatives directly, qualitative evidence suggests
that U.S. training did not emphasize other norms over human rights.

The training program designers regarded the two liberal norms of civilian
control and respect for human rights to be mutually reinforcing, but in practice
they emphasized human rights because they perceived it as the greater prob-
lem in the aftermath of war.153 Interviews with AFL ofªcers likewise revealed
an independently minded military that was not unduly subordinate to civilian
control. Liberian ofªcers expressed some contempt for what they viewed to be
inappropriate political efforts to control the military. As one ofªcer put it, civil-
ians “need to go to school” to get a full understanding of what civilian control
means.154 “They don’t want the AFL to be too powerful,” he said, “but we con-
trol the weapons.” The trainers also did not emphasize blind obedience or
command and control in the training. In the words of one of the drill instruc-
tors, “If jumping off that cliff was going to kill you, but somebody gave you an
order to jump off that cliff, what are you going to do?”155

Interviews with program designers and trainers did not reveal an emphasis
on cohesion over liberal norms. The program designers assumed that cohesion
would develop organically if they recruited from an ethnically diverse cross
section of the population. Their main strategy for fostering cohesion was to
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151. Soldiers who want to leave must resort to going absent without leave (AWOL). Author inter-
view via Zoom with former DynCorp ofªcial D and former U.S. government ofªcial, June 4, 2021.
152. The data show that respondents in the U.S.-trained batches (1 to 5) are somewhat more likely
to anticipate leaving the AFL in the next ªve years, which suggests that commitment to military
service is not higher among those remaining in the early batches.
153. Author interview via Zoom with former DynCorp ofªcial C, May 14, 2021; author interview
via Zoom with former U.S. military ofªcial, May 24, 2021; author interview via Zoom with former
DynCorp ofªcial D, May 27, 2021; and author interview via Zoom with former DynCorp instruc-
tors B and C, June 5, 2021.
154. Author interview with AFL ofªcer C, Monrovia, July 20, 2017. Nearly two-thirds of the sam-
ple disagreed when asked if civilians and the military share a common understanding of civil-
military relations in Liberia.
155. Ibid.



conduct statewide recruitment to ensure a representative force.156 For their
part, the U.S. military trainers did not teach cohesion in the same way as lib-
eral norms. Instead, they fostered teamwork and solidarity, and they empha-
sized that a shared military identity should take priority over ethnic or tribal
identities.157 In the aftermath of a civil war fought along tribal lines, cohe-
sion was initially weak in the nascent AFL. Together, the U.S. approach and
Liberia’s history of civil war help explain why AFL soldiers would be
motivated to prioritize cohesion under pressure despite intensive liberal
norms training.

norm conºict and cohesion

Finally, I conduct two additional tests to explore the relationship between
norm conºict and prioritization of cohesion. While each test individually rep-
resents a plausibility probe of the argument, their cumulative effect helps to in-
crease conªdence in the overall ªndings.

First, I examine the conditional effects of treatment, given soldiers’ prior
perceptions of unit-level cohesion. Before exposure to treatment, all respon-
dents were asked a series of questions to probe their perceptions of cohesion
and belonging in their units. Drawing on the military sociology literature on
cohesion,158 respondents were asked whether they agreed with three state-
ments: “Everyone in this unit works together to achieve our missions”; “If this
unit were in combat, any soldier would be willing to risk his life to help an-
other”; and “Soldiers in this unit treat each other equally regardless of their
tribe or religion.” The ªrst two statements differentiate between trust in shared
competencies and common goals (task cohesion) and interpersonal bonds (so-
cial cohesion),159 and the third statement captures perceptions of ethnic divi-
sions or exclusionary practices at the unit level (equality),160 which is also
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156. Author interview via Zoom with former DynCorp ofªcial B, May 24, 2021; and author inter-
view via Zoom with former U.S. military ofªcial, May 24, 2021.
157. Author interview via Zoom with former DynCorp instructor D, June 12, 2021.
158. Seminal works include Edward A. Shils and Morris Janowitz, “Cohesion and Disintegration
in the Wehrmacht in World War II,” Public Opinion Quarterly, Vol. 12, No. 2 (Summer 1948),
pp. 280–315, https://doi.org/10.1086/265951; and Samuel A. Stouffer, The American Soldier (Prince-
ton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1949). On approaches to measurement, see Guy L. Siebold,
“The Evolution of the Measurement of Cohesion,” Military Psychology, Vol. 11, No. 1 (1999), pp. 5–
26, https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327876mp1101_2.
159. On the differences between task and social cohesion, see Uzi Ben-Shalom, Zeev Lehrer, and
Eyal Ben-Ari, “Cohesion during Military Operations: A Field Study on Combat Units in the Al-
Aqsa Intifada,” Armed Forces and Society, Vol. 32, No. 1 (2005), pp. 63–79, https://doi.org/10.1177/
0095327X05277888; King, “The Word of Command”; and Siebold, “The Essence of Military Group
Cohesion.”
160. On exclusionary policies and cohesion, see Jason Lyall, Divided Armies: Inequality and Bat-
tleªeld Performance in Modern War (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2020).



known to affect the quality of cohesion. Answers ranged from 1 (“strongly
agree”) to 5 (“strongly disagree”).

Figure 4 displays the conditional treatment effects of unit-level cohesion.161

The solid lines graph the effects of assignment to treatment or control condi-
tioned on prior perceptions of cohesion; the shaded areas indicate the 95 per-
cent conªdence intervals. The results show a striking pattern: Soldiers who
perceived weak task or social cohesion in their units (i.e., who strongly dis-
agreed that their units were cohesive) were signiªcantly more likely to se-
lect the third response option (“It does not matter, as long as the military
follows the commander’s orders and sticks together”) when exposed to the
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161. Because the outcome measure is a binary variable, I use logistic regression. See the online ap-
pendix for the models used to generate the conditional treatment effects.

Figure 4. Conditional Treatment Effects of Unit-Level Cohesion

NOTE: The ªgure graphs the effects of exposure to treatment (norm conºict) conditioned on
soldiers’ perceptions of unit-level cohesion. The gray shading denotes 95 percent con-
ªdence intervals.



norm conºict scenario. This ªnding suggests that soldiers who are worried
about cohesion in the ªrst place are more likely to interpret norm conºicts as
posing a threat to cohesion. Surprisingly, however, the effect inverts when the
question concerns equality. Soldiers who perceived inequitable treatment in
their units were signiªcantly less likely to select the third response option; sol-
diers who felt excluded at the unit level may become alienated from the mili-
tary organization and thus less vested in its survival.

As a ªnal test, I examine how exposure to the norm conºict scenario shaped
respondents’ thinking about military priorities. After the outcome measures,
all respondents were asked the following open-ended question: “What, if any-
thing, does the AFL motto ‘A force for good’ mean to you?” I coded these
open-ended responses to create a dummy variable that takes a value of 1 if the
response used key words or phrases that invoked cohesion.162 Respondents in
the treatment group were more likely to give answers that highlighted cohe-
sion. Table A13 in the online appendix shows that the difference is signiªcant
at p � 0.05. This ªnding provides further evidence that liberal norm conºict
heightens soldiers’ prioritization of cohesion.

Conclusion

This article has demonstrated that conºicts can arise between the liberal norms
of respect for human rights and civilian control of the military. Liberal powers
use military training around the world to inculcate these two norms, yet
policymakers have neither confronted the reality of this dilemma nor seriously
considered its effects. The implicit U.S. policy expectation is that if norm
conºict arises, then well-trained, liberally oriented militaries will prioritize hu-
man rights over civilian control. Such a choice should be easy to make and be-
nign in its effect on the norms in question. Using experimental data from the
Liberian armed forces, I have presented preliminary evidence that challenges
this sanguine perspective. First, in contrast to U.S. policy expectations, norm
conºict tends to reduce soldiers’ willingness to prioritize human rights. Sec-
ond, norm conºict seems to increase soldiers’ prioritization of cohesion.
Third, insomuch as U.S. training shapes responses to norm conºict, it makes
these effects stronger. These results shed light on a pathway by which lib-
eral norms lose their inºuence on decision-making relative to other norms
aligned to soldiers’ interests (e.g., cohesion), creating opportunities for norm-
violating behavior.
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162. A full list of these terms that invoke cohesion is in the online appendix; examples include
“here to stay,” “unity,” and “together.”



Using survey experiments solves some inferential problems, such as internal
validity, but it also introduces others, such as external validity.163 Random as-
signment to treatment or control conditions is the main way to address inter-
nal validity because it helps to establish that other unobserved variables are
not driving results. External validity, on the other hand, concerns the gener-
alizability of results. One key concern about external validity is whether the
sample accurately represents the population of interest.164 Although random
selection ensures that the sample accurately reºects the AFL population, it is
important to note that the AFL is unique in two ways. First, it was rebuilt from
scratch, with few members having previous military experience. Second, the
timing of norm transmission occurred in tandem with basic training. Foreign
military training likely affects individuals differently when they come from in-
tact militaries with stronger preexisting norms, and when norms training oc-
curs after early, formative socialization experiences.165 These factors do not
necessarily affect the dynamics of norm conºict, but they could make it harder
for norms to stick in the ªrst place, diluting the effects of training.

Questions of external validity point to a limitation of survey experiments,
which can only be conducted in one context at a time. The solution to this limi-
tation is replication and extension of the experiment across time and space.166

To establish generalizability, future research should explore how different
structural and environmental conditions affect how soldiers respond to norm
conºict.167 Although Liberia is characterized by weak rule of law, it nonethe-
less aspires to keep the military out of domestic law enforcement. Future work
could look at the problem of norm conºict in states where the military has an
internal security mandate; it is also worth replicating in contexts with strong
rule of law.168 Additional research could also examine other factors besides for-
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163. Another consideration is construct validity, which can be addressed by using different mea-
sures and treatments. See Rose McDermott, “Experimental Methodology in Political Science,” Po-
litical Analysis, Vol. 10, No. 4 (2002), p. 334, https://doi.org/10.1093/pan/10.4.325. The AFL
experiment uses an indirect approach to elicit truthful responses, asking soldiers to evaluate the
commander’s actions. Future experiments could ask soldiers directly how they would respond,
which may shed new light on not only norm conºict but also command dynamics.
164. Susan D. Hyde, “Experiments in International Relations: Lab, Survey, and Field,” Annual Re-
view of Political Science, Vol. 18, No. 1 (2015), pp. 403–424, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-
020614-094854.
165. On timing of socialization experiences, see Alastair Iain Johnston, “Conclusions and Exten-
sions: Toward Mid-Range Theorizing and Beyond Europe,” International Organization, Vol. 59,
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eign training that affect cohesion, such as comparing the effects of norm
conºict in states without civil war legacies, or where regime policies promote
or undercut cohesion.

How long do the effects of liberal norm conºict persist? Do norms bounce
back after the crisis passes, or does norm conºict contribute to permanent ero-
sion of these liberal norms? Connecting attitudinal shifts to behavioral out-
comes is an important next step for research. The evidence presented here
sheds light on the micro-level dynamics that explain shifts in military support
for norms; this experimental work can complement and inform other ap-
proaches that link attitudes to behavior.

When the United States, like other liberal powers, builds military capacity in
weak states, it uses training to promote liberal norms to solve the dilemma of
how to increase capacity while maintaining civilian control and protecting hu-
man rights. The policy implication of my ªndings is that training militaries
might encourage norm-violating behavior. This does not mean that U.S. train-
ing is worse than other training—military training may generally increase sol-
diers’ prioritization of cohesion under pressure and drive norm violations via
other mechanisms.169 But these ªndings do suggest that U.S. training can
backªre in ways that are unique to liberal security assistance; they also suggest
that the United States puts false conªdence in the power of norms to restrain
the militaries that it trains. More training is not the solution. Instead, liberal
providers should emphasize building institutions that help to regulate military
behavior rather than prioritizing individual or unit-level training with a nor-
mative component tacked on.

Liberal providers could also do more to clarify norm hierarchies. By promul-
gating clear guidelines for behavior and blueprints for decision-making (e.g.,
“people ªrst, governments second”), some of the problems associated with
norm conºict may be mitigated. But doing so requires two policy changes.
First, policymakers must admit that this rank-ordering exists. Second, they
must modify training curricula to address this hierarchy of norms. The
United States might not always want foreign militaries to side with the popu-
lation, particularly if it means defying a friendly regime. This is an inescap-
able tradeoff.

Finally, it is worth considering whether the problem of liberal norm conºict
gives some providers an advantage over others when it comes to shaping mili-
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tary behavior. China, for example, is a major training provider in Africa. China
does not emphasize human rights in its training; instead, it puts a strong and
singular value on the norm of civilian (party) control.170 Future research
should explore whether there is an “authoritarian advantage” when it comes
to foreign military training. The United States prides itself on promoting val-
ues in and through security cooperation, a feature that it views as a compara-
tive global strength. Protecting those values means acknowledging their limits
and dilemmas.
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