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			Dedication

			
		
    To the dead who were counted, and to the dead who were not.
 
To the negotiators who sat through the hours that produced nothing, and to those whose patience produced what could not have been produced otherwise.
 
To the scholars whose questions outlived their answers — Fred Iklé, who insisted that every war must end; I. William Zartman, who taught us to wait for ripeness; Hein Goemans, who showed us why leaders cannot afford to lose.
 
To my teachers, who knew when to be patient with a slow student. To my colleagues, who knew when to be impatient with a finished argument. To my family, who endured the years this book required.
 
And to the next generation of mediators, diplomats, and informed publics — who will inherit the wars this one could not end, and who, one hopes, will be better equipped to ask the right questions.
 
 
 — Dr Naim Tahir Baig 
Mid-May, 2026

      

    



  	
        
            
            Wars begin in the imagination, where they are easier than they will prove. They end in the imagination too — in the moment when a leader, a coalition, or an exhausted public allows itself to picture the alternative.
 
Between those imaginings lies the country we do not have a map for: the territory of unended wars, governed by mechanisms we have named badly, if we have named them at all.
 
This book is a map of that territory. It is not the country itself. No map ever is. But a country without a map is one in which travellers wander and the wars that begin there outlive the generation that began them.
 
 
 — Naim Tahir Baig
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This book was written under the pressure of events. In the spring of 2026, as I revised the final chapters, the Strait of Hormuz remained effectively closed by an Iranian blockade that had begun in March; the Gaza ceasefire negotiated the previous October had decayed into something neither war nor peace; Sudan had crossed three years of fighting with its government partitioned between Khartoum and Nyala; and a Ukrainian war that began in February 2022 was approaching its fifth anniversary without any settlement in view. None of these conflicts conformed to the analytical frames that the field of international relations had built across the previous half-century. None had been adequately anticipated by the literature. And none, as I followed them day by day, seemed to be on a trajectory that the existing scholarship could explain.

I came to this subject by an unusual route. My professional training was not in war termination but in adjacent fields, and the questions that drove this book began as practical rather than theoretical ones. Why do mediators with apparent goodwill produce ceasefires that do not hold? Why do publics in democratic countries find themselves bewildered when their governments propose settlements they have not been prepared to accept? Why, when the wars of the current moment are studied individually with great care, do they not appear to belong to any common framework? The honest answer, I came to believe, was that the framework had not yet been built. The library of how wars begin is vast; the library of how wars end fits, as I argue in Chapter One, on a single course syllabus.

What follows is an attempt to repair that asymmetry. The five-logic framework presented here is not original in any of its constituent parts. Hein Goemans gave us the most sophisticated account of leadership-driven termination in 2000. I. William Zartman gave us the hurting stalemate four decades ago. Richard Holbrooke gave us Dayton; Fred Iklé gave us the foundational provocation that every war must end. What I have tried to do is to integrate these traditions, to test them against the live wars of the mid-2020s, and to identify where they remain operative, where they require modification, and where they need to be supplemented by mechanisms the existing literature did not adequately specify. The leadership-insulation concept developed in Chapter Two, the asymmetric-conflict caveat, the diagnostic table that organizes the application chapters, and the explicit treatment of freezing as a termination state rather than a residual category are the principal additions.

The book makes a strong claim and is honest about the claim's limits. The strong claim is that every war whose ending can be analytically characterized in terms of political closure has done so through one, or some combination, of five mechanisms: military defeat, mutual exhaustion, leadership change, third-party imposition, and institutional absorption. The limits are equally important. The framework does not cover proto-state conflicts, very small-N communal violence, or wars that end through political transformations so total as to abolish the conflict's organizing categories. The framework is diagnostic, not predictive: it identifies what would have to be true for a war to end through a given mechanism, but it does not tell the reader when those conditions will obtain. And the framework is analytic, not normative: it carries no implication that all terminations are morally equivalent, only that the mechanisms by which they are reached form a tractable typology.

A word on method. The book combines comparative case analysis with engagement of the existing theoretical literature, organized around an explicit framework that is applied consistently across the live application chapters. I have tried to be transparent about case selection: paradigmatic cases of each logic are presented alongside paradigmatic failures, and the framework is tested against contemporary conflicts that were not used to construct it. The diagnostic table in Chapter Two and the comparative termination table in Appendix A are the empirical backbone; readers who want to test the framework against wars the book does not cover should use those instruments. The book invites that test. A framework that cannot be refuted is not a framework.

On sources: the wars of 2025–2026 are so recent that the secondary literature on them is still forming. I have relied heavily on the analytic output of research institutions whose work I have come to trust through repeated engagement: the International Crisis Group, the Council on Foreign Relations, Chatham House, the Center for Strategic and International Studies, the European Council on Foreign Relations, the Yale Humanitarian Research Lab, the Institute for the Study of War, ACLED, and the regional specialist publications cited throughout. These sources have their biases, which I have tried to flag where relevant. They are also, at the moment of writing, the best available approximation of what is happening in places where the conventional academic publication cycle is too slow to keep up.

A note on what this book is not. It is not a peace plan. The reader hoping for a negotiating template for Ukraine or a settlement framework for Gaza will not find one here. The political questions of where a boundary should run, who should govern a contested territory, or what form of self-determination a population should have are political questions, and the author has no special authority to answer them. Any analyst who claims to derive a settlement from a theory of termination has confused the diagnostic with the prescriptive. Nor is the book advocacy. It treats wars as objects of analysis — not as occasions for moral testimony, which is more readily available elsewhere and has not, as of this writing, noticeably shortened the conflicts in question.

On the matter of detachment: some readers will find the book's analytic register cold. The casualty figures, the displacement statistics, and the documented atrocities at El Fasher, in Gaza, across Sudan and Myanmar, are not abstractions. They are the content of what unended wars actually mean. I have tried throughout to honor that fact without surrendering the analytical discipline that the subject requires. The claim is precisely that vague moral concern about ending these wars — the rhetorical outrage that fills editorial pages and conference proceedings — produces worse outcomes than rigorous analysis of how wars actually end. Good intentions without analytical discipline are not enough. They may make things worse.

I am grateful to the many colleagues, students, and interlocutors whose questions, objections, and suggestions sharpened the argument over the years of its development. The errors that remain are mine. The framework, if it is useful, belongs to anyone who finds it so.

This book is offered in the hope that the next generation of mediators, diplomats, and informed publics will be better equipped than the current one to ask the right questions of any war that has not ended: which of the five logics is closest to operative, what conditions block it, and what would have to change. Those are not comfortable questions. They tend to produce uncomfortable answers. But uncomfortable answers, clearly stated, are more useful than comfortable formulations that explain nothing.

Dr Naim Tahir Baig

May 2026
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In May 2026, the map of active and unresolved wars presents a spectacle the postwar international order was not designed to manage. Russia's invasion of Ukraine has entered its fifth year. A diplomatic shuttle originating with the Trump administration has wound through Riyadh, Anchorage, Geneva, and Miami without producing a settlement. The second round of trilateral talks in Geneva ended on February 18, 2026, after just two hours on its second day, with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy accusing Moscow of "trying to drag out negotiations that could already have reached the final stage."1 The central fault line remained unchanged: Russia demanding Ukrainian withdrawal from the Donbas, Ukraine demanding security guarantees before any territorial concession. A Victory Day truce of a few days' duration in May 2026 — extended theatrically, allowed to lapse — changed nothing on the ground.

In Gaza, a ceasefire negotiated under American auspices came into force on October 10, 2025, after Israel and Hamas signed a twenty-point framework at Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt, endorsed two weeks later by United Nations Security Council Resolution 2803.2 By mid-May 2026, Israeli attacks had killed at least 857 Palestinians since the agreement took effect, with more than 2,400 documented violations.3 A Board of Peace, chaired by President Donald Trump, met for the first time in Washington in February 2026; NATO allies largely declined to join.4 A National Committee for the Administration of Gaza had not entered the Strip. Hamas rejected the Nikolay Mladenov disarmament roadmap, conditioning any disarmament on a political horizon — a Palestinian state — the framework deliberately omitted. Israel had expanded its effective control from the positions established on October 10 to roughly fifty-five percent of the Strip. The International Stabilization Force remained undeployed. The war in Gaza had neither ended nor resumed in full; it occupied an unstable middle condition for which the existing vocabulary of conflict has no precise name.

Sudan passed its thousandth day of war on January 9, 2026.5 The Sudanese Armed Forces — their government returned to Khartoum after nearly three years in Port Sudan — face the Rapid Support Forces across a de facto partition. The RSF proclaimed a parallel Government of Peace and Unity in Nyala in late August 2025, with Mohamed Hamdan Dagalo heading a presidential council.6 The mediation known as the Quad — the United States, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the United Arab Emirates — has produced a roadmap neither side has accepted, in part because two of the four mediating powers back opposing belligerents. The United Nations placed the number of people in acute hunger at 24.6 million, with two million facing famine or its immediate risk.7 Fighting had shifted to Kordofan and intensified along the Blue Nile; the country was fragmenting into distinct theaters, each with its own dynamic.

On February 28, 2026, the United States and Israel launched Operation Epic Fury against Iran — coordinated airstrikes targeting military installations, nuclear facilities, and senior leadership. Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei was killed in the opening hours.8 Iran retaliated with missile and drone strikes across the Gulf, extended to seven countries within forty-eight hours, and declared the Strait of Hormuz closed — through which roughly twenty percent of the world's seaborne oil ordinarily passes.9 Pakistan brokered a two-week ceasefire beginning April 8, extended thereafter; Khamenei's son Mojtaba was named successor; the new leadership hardened rather than moderated its position. As of mid-May 2026, a dual blockade persisted — the United States Navy blockading Iranian ports, Iran restricting Hormuz passage — with no formal resolution in sight.

Myanmar's military junta conducted elections in three phases between December 28, 2025, and January 25, 2026. The military-backed Union Solidarity and Development Party won an overwhelming majority.10 The Asian Network for Free Elections and the Special Advisory Council for Myanmar jointly concluded that the process "comprehensively failed to meet internationally recognised standards for genuine elections."11 The resistance responded in April 2026 with the formation of the Steering Council for the Emergence of a Federal Democratic Union (SCEF), a coordinating body drawing together the National Unity Government, major ethnic armed organizations, and allied civil society groups.12 The junta controlled less than half of Myanmar's territory. The civil war, in its current iteration dating from the 2021 coup, shows no sign of ending through any mechanism that can currently be named.

These are the hot wars. Add the frozen ones. The armistice on the Korean Peninsula has held since July 1953 — seventy-three years of suspended hostilities between states that have never made peace. The partition of Cyprus has endured since 1974. The dispute over Kashmir has persisted since 1947, across three wars, hardened by India's revocation of Article 370 in 2019. Transnistria, the Russian-backed breakaway strip of eastern Moldova, has existed in legal limbo since 1992. The Taiwan Strait remains the world's most consequential unresolved territorial confrontation, a frozen conflict under daily management and capable at any moment of becoming hot.

The scale and simultaneity of these unended wars is not merely a geopolitical inconvenience. It is a diagnostic puzzle. And the vocabulary available to address it is conspicuously inadequate.

The political science of war is among the most developed subfields of international relations. Scholars have spent decades mapping why wars begin: the security dilemma; James Fearon's canonical 1995 bargaining model, which treats war as a product of private information and commitment problems; the democratic peace; Jack Snyder's and Edward Mansfield's work on nationalism and diversionary war; John Mearsheimer's offensive realism; audience costs; the territorial conflict literature. The library of initiation is rich, contested, and continuously expanding.

The library of termination is comparatively thin. The foundational texts can be summarized briefly. Fred Iklé's Every War Must End, first published in 1971, remains the field's original provocation — an argument that war termination deserves as much careful analysis as war initiation, written at a moment when that argument still needed making.13 Paul Pillar's Negotiating Peace (1983) treated the diplomacy of ending wars as a structured practice.14 Donald Wittman's 1979 article "How a War Ends: A Rational Model Approach" laid out the bargaining logic of termination in terms that anticipated the more elaborate models that followed — and remains, remarkably, one of the most cited pieces in the field.15 I. William Zartman's ripeness framework, developed beginning in 1985, identified the mutually hurting stalemate as the condition that makes negotiated settlement possible.16 Hein Goemans's War and Punishment, published in 2000, is the field's most ambitious systematic treatment: a theory of how domestic politics — specifically, the fate that awaits leaders who lose wars — shapes the bargaining logic of termination, built around the First World War.17 Dan Reiter's How Wars End (2009) applied a bargaining framework to the question of when revealed information, and when commitment problems, drive termination.18 Monica Duffy Toft's Securing the Peace (2010) examined the durability of civil war endings.19 This is approximately the canon. It fits on a single course syllabus, with room to spare.

The asymmetry between initiation and termination is not merely a library problem. It reflects a structural bias in how scholars, policymakers, and publics think about war. Wars begin with decisions — discrete, attributable, photogenic. They end through processes — diffuse, multi-authored, grinding. The former is easier to model; the latter harder to fund. And the political economy of research has consequences. When termination is undertheorized, the deficit appears in doctrine, in diplomacy, and in democratic discourse. Military planners design in detail for combat operations and in outline for what follows. Diplomats arrive at mediation tables without a theory of why this conflict, now, should be riper than it was a year ago. Publics demand victory while being told nothing specific about what victory's terms, timeline, or aftermath would look like.

The world's current wars are, in this sense, partly a product of analytical failure. Goemans's War and Punishment — the field's most sophisticated contribution to termination theory — was published in 2000, with the First World War as its central case. The years since have produced Ukraine in its fifth year, Gaza under a disintegrating ceasefire, Sudan partitioned between rival governments, the Strait of Hormuz closed by a war that began with the assassination of a supreme leader, and Myanmar's junta presiding over elections the world's democratic monitors have uniformly rejected. None of the existing scholarship addresses this cluster of unfinished wars together; none has been updated for a moment when these conflicts are simultaneously active, mutually interacting, and increasingly resistant to available instruments of resolution.

This book offers a framework. Its central claim requires precision: every war whose ending can be analytically characterized in terms of political closure has done so through one, or some combination, of five mechanisms. Wars that fragment, freeze, or transform without arriving at political closure are treated separately — as a distinct termination state with its own logic, developed at length in Chapter Eleven. The book does not pretend that every armed conflict in history resolves cleanly into one of five boxes; it argues that for the universe of conflicts that do reach recognizable political closure, the five logics exhaust the field. That claim can be tested, and the comparative termination table in Appendix A provides the analytic instrument for doing so.

The five mechanisms — the book calls them logics to emphasize that each has its own internal coherence, preconditions, and failure modes — are: military defeat, mutual exhaustion, leadership change, third-party imposition, and institutional absorption. A brief sketch of each, to orient the reader before the full development in Chapter Two.

Military defeat.

One side imposes terms because the other cannot continue. This is the oldest and most intuitive termination mechanism, and in the era of total war — the American Civil War, both World Wars, Sri Lanka in 2009 — it operated with brutal reliability. Its preconditions include a power asymmetry sufficient to prevent the defeated party from regenerating resistance, the absence of external sanctuary or rescue, and the willingness of the defeated to absorb the domestic costs of surrender. In the twenty-first century, these conditions obtain less often than they once did. Nuclear deterrence forecloses imposed terms against nuclear powers. The global norm against territorial annexation raises the political cost of conquest. The circulation of small arms, transnational sanctuaries, and networked resistance makes military occupation costlier than military victory. The Iraq paradox — Saddam Hussein's regime fell in three weeks in April 2003; the war continued for years afterward — illustrates what the book calls defeat-without-termination: a battlefield outcome that does not convert into a political one because the preconditions for genuine termination were absent.

Mutual exhaustion.

Both sides come to believe they cannot win at acceptable cost, and each perceives the other to share that assessment. The theoretical articulation of this logic belongs primarily to Zartman, whose concept of the mutually hurting stalemate remains the most influential framework in conflict resolution. Its preconditions are more demanding than they appear: convergent estimates of military probability, costs experienced by both parties as escalating rather than manageable, domestic political space for compromise on each side, and a perceived "way out" that both parties can envision. When these conditions obtain, ripeness exists. When they do not, even objectively costly stalemates persist indefinitely. Cyprus has been frozen since 1974. Nagorno-Karabakh was frozen for twenty-six years before Azerbaijan changed the underlying military balance. The current Russia-Ukraine war meets the stalemate criterion for one party — Ukraine, exhausted in manpower and infrastructure — but not symmetrically for Russia, which has converted to a war economy and absorbed its losses without domestic political crisis.

Leadership change.

The decision-maker who would not settle is replaced by one who will. This logic was given its most systematic theoretical form by Goemans: leaders whose post-war domestic fate depends on the war's outcome — who face exile, prison, or death if they lose — have strong incentives to "gamble for resurrection," continuing wars they expect to lose rather than settling for terms that would expose them to punishment. Replace such a leader, and the bargaining space opens. The logic generalizes beyond the individual to the governing coalition: Elizabeth A. Stanley and John P. Sawyer demonstrate, using survival analysis on wars from 1862 to 2006, that because war policies become institutionalized over time, coalition shifts are a critical — often necessary — path to peace.20 The Syrian civil war's primary axis ended in December 2024 when Bashar al-Assad's coalition collapsed under the combined weight of Russian distraction, Hezbollah degradation, and Iranian resource depletion, and Assad fled Damascus. The 2026 attempt to apply this logic externally — killing Khamenei to precipitate Iranian leadership change — produced instead a hardened successor regime and continued war. External decapitation without a settlement-disposed successor coalition does not terminate wars; it reconfigures them.

Third-party imposition.

Outside actors with sufficient leverage compel terms the belligerents cannot reach themselves. The paradigm is Richard Holbrooke's negotiation at Dayton in November 1995. Holbrooke succeeded because the United States simultaneously held all three forms of leverage: coercive (NATO airstrikes had changed the battlefield; the threat of escalation was credible), inductive (NATO security guarantees and reconstruction funding were on offer), and legitimating (recognition and its withdrawal were available instruments). He kept the parties physically isolated at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base for three weeks. None of those conditions typically obtains. The Sudan Quad cannot impose terms because two of its four members back opposing belligerents. The Trump administration's Ukraine shuttle has produced ceasefires of hours or days without convergence on the underlying issues. The Gaza ceasefire is failing because the imposing party has not held Israel to its withdrawal commitments and has not offered Hamas a political horizon sufficient to make disarmament rational.

Institutional absorption.

The war is folded into a larger structure that makes its continuation untenable. This is the most underrated termination logic and in recent history the most powerful. The European Union did not negotiate settlements of the Franco-German, Italian-Yugoslav, or Polish-German territorial disputes that had animated a century of European warfare: it absorbed them. Countries that joined the European project found that the costs of continued conflict expanded to include exclusion from the community, and the benefits of settlement included the material and security goods of membership. NATO enlargement absorbed the post-Soviet security ambiguities of Central and Eastern Europe into a common frame. The current Ukraine war is partly a war about whether this mechanism can continue to operate eastward — which is why the argument that Ukraine can be integrated into the EU even with partial Russian territorial control represents the most plausible long-run termination scenario visible today, however slow its timescale. The wars in Sudan, Myanmar, and Yemen resist this logic because no adequate absorbing structure exists: the African Union lacks enforcement capacity; ASEAN has chosen non-interference; there is no Gulf-wide architecture into which Yemen could be folded.

A Note on Scope.

The framework requires a brief word on what it covers and what it deliberately does not. The five logics describe how wars arrive at political closure — a recognizable settlement, armistice, or political arrangement that ends organized armed hostilities as a primary mode of interaction between the parties. The book covers interstate wars and major intrastate conflicts with interstate dimensions (civil wars with significant external involvement). It does not claim to cover every episode of organized violence in history; proto-state conflicts, very small-N skirmishes, or violence embedded in criminal or purely communal networks operate under different dynamics. Nor does the framework presume that political closure and justice are the same thing: many wars end in ways the losing party and its survivors experience as catastrophic, and the book's analytic detachment about termination mechanisms carries no implication that all terminations are equivalent morally. What distinguishes the cases the framework covers from those it treats separately — the frozen conflicts, the fragmenting wars — is the presence or absence of a political act that both parties recognize as ending the primary armed contest between them. Appendix A maps each of the major current wars and frozen conflicts against the five logics, specifying which conditions are present, which are absent, and what would have to change. That table is the book's empirical backbone.

Before proceeding, it is worth saying clearly what this book is and what it is not.

It is not a peace plan. The reader who picks it up hoping to find a negotiating template for Ukraine or a proposed settlement framework for Gaza will be disappointed. The book takes no position on where the boundary between Russia and Ukraine should ultimately run, on what Palestinian self-determination should look like, on who should govern Sudan. Those are political questions, and the author has no special authority to answer them. Any analyst who claims to derive a settlement from a theory of termination has confused the diagnostic with the prescriptive.

It is not a prediction. The five-logic framework identifies what conditions would have to change for a given war to end through a given mechanism. It does not predict when those conditions will change, whether any political actor will have the capacity and will to bring them about, or what the result will look like on the other side. War termination is a political act, accomplished by political actors in political time.

It is not advocacy for any particular outcome. The book treats wars as objects of analysis — not as occasions for moral testimony, which is more readily available elsewhere and has not, as of this writing, noticeably shortened the conflicts in question.

What it is: an analytical framework with current applications, designed to have the same explanatory ambition for termination that the initiation literature has achieved for war onset. The framework maps which of five conditions must obtain for a war to end; it identifies which are currently absent from each of the world's unended wars; and it asks what would have to change for any of them to become operative.

A subsidiary argument runs throughout the book, worth stating explicitly. States, mediators, and publics design extensively for the initiation of conflict — deterrence postures, war plans, mobilization timelines, alliance architecture — and barely at all for its termination. Defense departments have contingency plans organized by combat phase; the phase after consolidation is rarely specified in comparable detail. Diplomatic services have crisis-management cells but rarely dedicated termination doctrine. Universities teach Clausewitz on war but rarely Iklé on ending it. This asymmetry of investment is not benign. It produces unended wars. Chapter Twelve draws the implications for how each of these actors might organize differently.

A word on the moral stakes, because they are real and because this book handles them in a way some readers will find frustrating.

Wars destroy lives. Sudan has displaced more than eleven million people and produced a humanitarian crisis the United Nations describes as the world's worst. Gaza has sustained more than 72,000 documented deaths since October 2023 in a territory of approximately 2.3 million people. Ukraine has absorbed casualties in the hundreds of thousands over five years of fighting. These numbers represent the actual cost of what unended wars mean.

The book's claim is that vague moral concern about ending these wars produces worse outcomes than rigorous analysis of how wars actually end. The recurring pattern is not cynical indifference to suffering but something in some ways more frustrating: well-intentioned actors who arrive with insufficient leverage, without a theory of which termination logic is operative, and without a plan for what happens after any agreement is signed. The Gaza Board of Peace is not populated by villains; it is populated by people who have substituted process for theory. The Trump administration's Ukraine shuttle is not an exercise in bad faith; it is an exercise in a termination logic — third-party imposition — for which the United States does not currently hold the necessary instruments. Good intentions without analytical discipline are not enough.

The reader who wants this book to take sides in the wars it analyzes will not find satisfaction here. The reader who wants to understand why these wars persist, what would have to change for them to end, and what it would mean to design for termination rather than hoping for it — that reader is the intended audience.

The book is organized in three parts.

Chapters One through Seven develop the theory. Chapter One makes the case for the asymmetry of the field — why we know so much more about war initiation than war termination, and what that asymmetry costs in doctrine, diplomacy, and democratic discourse. Chapter Two develops the five-logic framework in full, including the diagnostic table that all subsequent application chapters use. Chapters Three through Seven develop each logic in turn, drawing on historical cases and on the current wars to test explanatory reach. Chapter Three, on military defeat, argues that this logic has become harder to achieve and more often fails to produce actual termination even when battlefield outcomes appear decisive. Chapter Four, on mutual exhaustion, examines Zartman's ripeness framework — taking seriously what it captures while identifying its characteristic failure modes. Chapter Five, on leadership change, treats the most undertheorized and most consequential of the five logics. Chapter Six, on third-party imposition, takes the Dayton process apart to understand why it worked and why the conditions for comparable success obtain so rarely today. Chapter Seven, on institutional absorption, argues that the European Union is the most important war-termination machine of the late twentieth century and that its underappreciation as such has consequences for how we think about current conflicts.

Chapters Eight through Eleven apply the framework to live cases. Chapter Eight analyzes Ukraine through all five logics, identifying which is closest to operative and what would have to change for it to become so. Chapter Nine does the same for Gaza and the Israel-Iran axis, with particular attention to the interaction problem: these are not independent conflicts, and their termination conditions are intertwined. Chapter Ten covers Sudan, Yemen, and Myanmar — the wars the world has largely stopped watching — and argues that their apparent intractability is fully explicable by the framework. Chapter Eleven addresses frozen conflicts: Korea, Cyprus, Kashmir, Transnistria, Taiwan, and the recently thawed case of Nagorno-Karabakh, asking why some freeze and others thaw and what freezing actually means as a termination state.

Chapter Twelve draws the prescriptive conclusions — what states, mediators, and publics would do differently if they took termination as seriously as initiation. The Conclusion synthesizes, returns to first principles, and confronts the grimmest possibility: that some of the current wars do not end in any clean sense but transform, fragment, freeze, and recur. Three appendices follow: a comparative termination table mapping each major current war and frozen conflict against the five logics and their preconditions (Appendix A); an audit of major mediation processes since 2020 (Appendix B); and an annotated reading list on war termination (Appendix C).

The reader who finishes this book will know, for any given war, which of five diagnostic questions to ask first — and what kind of answer to look for. That is the book's claim. It is, the author believes, more useful than certainty about outcomes no one can yet know.
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Chapter 1

The Asymmetry Of The Field
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On 9 April 2003, the statue of Saddam Hussein came down in Firdos Square in Baghdad. The conventional campaign that General Tommy Franks had overseen took twenty-one days. By any measure of phase three military operations — speed, coordination, casualty ratio — it was a triumph. What followed was not. As Maj. Isaiah Wilson III, who served both as an official historian of the campaign and later as a war planner in Iraq, subsequently concluded: there was no Phase IV plan. The U.S. military had invaded without a formal, operationalized strategy for occupying and stabilizing the country. Seven months elapsed before occupation authorities produced their first formal post-combat stability document, by which point the insurgency was already metastasizing. Wilson's verdict was blunt: this overly simplistic conception of the war led to a cascading undercutting of the war effort. The United States, in his assessment, had been playing catch-up ever since.1

The planning failure was not primarily a question of intelligence or competence. It was a question of attention. CENTCOM devoted the overwhelming bulk of its time, resources, and intellectual energy to phases one through three. Phase IV — post-hostilities, the phase that would determine whether the war actually ended — was treated as someone else's problem, to be managed after the shooting stopped. General Franks wrote in his memoir that Washington should focus on policy-level issues while he focused on the day of. The war was his; what came after was theirs. The consequence was two decades of entanglement that no one had planned for.

This gap between extensive preparation for fighting and minimal preparation for stopping is not a failure peculiar to one general or one administration. It is a structural feature of how states approach armed conflict. The literature on war initiation is vast, sophisticated, and growing. The literature on war termination is comparatively thin, dated, and, in its most theoretically productive form, largely unread. This asymmetry is not a benign academic oversight. It has produced measurable costs in three domains: doctrinal, diplomatic, and democratic. That argument is the subject of this chapter.2

The Library and the Pamphlet

To appreciate the thinness of the termination literature, one must first register the richness of what exists on the other side. The study of why states go to war is among the oldest enterprises in political science, and by the early twenty-first century it had produced a formidable research architecture: multiple competing theoretical traditions, large-n empirical programs, formal models, historical case literatures, psychological accounts, and institutional explanations, all cross-referencing and contesting each other.

Begin with the democratic peace. Michael Doyle's 1983 articles made the foundational claim: liberal democracies do not fight each other. Bruce Russett's Grasping the Democratic Peace (1993) subjected this claim to systematic empirical testing. Zeev Maoz and Nasrin Abdolali had by 1989 refined the statistical case, generating a debate about causal mechanisms — institutional constraints, shared norms, dyadic dynamics — that has continued for three decades. James Fearon's 1995 "Rationalist Explanations for War" presented the central puzzle of the bargaining model with clarifying force: since wars are costly and negotiated settlements would seem preferable for at least one side, why do rational states sometimes fight? Fearon's two mechanisms — private information about capabilities combined with incentives to misrepresent, and commitment problems preventing ex ante bargains — generated a second generation of formal models and structured the field for the following twenty years. Robert Jervis's security-dilemma tradition, Barry Posen's extension of that logic to ethnic conflict, Jack Mearsheimer's offensive realism, Fearon's own 1994 work on audience costs, John Vasquez's territorial conflict research program, and Jack Snyder and Edward Mansfield's work on democratizing states and war — all of these constitute distinct research programs with their own empirical literatures, their own debates, and their own journals. No single scholar could master the initiation field in less than years of sustained effort.3

The termination literature presents a different problem. The canonical works are few enough to list: Fred Iklé's Every War Must End (1971, revised 2005); Paul Pillar's Negotiating Peace (1983); Donald Wittman's 1979 article "How a War Ends" in the Journal of Conflict Resolution — a foundational piece that, as Dan Reiter has noted, almost no one has read; Hein Goemans's War and Punishment (2000), which applied a domestic-politics logic to termination decisions and tested it against the First World War; Reiter's own How Wars End (2009), the field's most systematic integration of information and commitment perspectives; Suzanne Werner's articles from the late 1990s on war aims and bargaining leverage; Monica Duffy Toft's Securing the Peace (2010) on the durability of civil-war settlements; and the work of Chester Crocker, Fen Osler Hampson, and Pamela Aall on intractable conflicts. These works share a shelf. Their combined page count is modest. The shelf has not been significantly restocked since 2010.

The gap matters more than it might appear. The bargaining model treats war as a costly process through which belligerents learn about each other's strength and revise their expectations until a mutually acceptable settlement becomes available. This framing applies symmetrically to initiation and termination: the same information problems that produce wars in the first place should, in principle, explain why they persist and when they end. Wittman's 1979 article made exactly this observation, modeling termination as a convergence of both sides' estimates of the probable outcome of continued fighting. Branislav Slantchev's 2003 "The Principle of Convergence in Wartime Negotiations" extended this formally: under asymmetric information about the distribution of power, states use both negotiation behavior and battlefield outcomes as information sources, and warfare ceases to be useful when it loses its informational content. Darren Filson and Suzanne Werner's 2002 model of war and peace similarly showed how the onset, duration, and outcome of war can be analyzed within a unified bargaining framework. These are sophisticated contributions that illuminate how termination relates to the underlying bargaining structure of conflict. What they have not produced — what the field has not produced — is a framework comparable in scope and policy accessibility to the initiation literature: something that a practitioner could use to diagnose a specific war and ask, which mechanism could end this, and what stands in the way?4

I. William Zartman's ripeness theory comes closest to filling that gap for practitioners. Its concept of the "mutually hurting stalemate" — a condition in which both sides are locked in conflict, unable to win, and experiencing costs they find unacceptable — combined with a perceived way out and valid spokespeople on each side, has structured how diplomats think about the timing of mediation since 1985. It will receive extended attention in Chapter Four. But it is a theory of when settlement becomes possible, not a comprehensive taxonomy of how wars end. The field has never produced the latter.

Where the Gap Is Partially Addressed — and Why It Matters That It Isn't

Two scholarly traditions have partially addressed the asymmetry without bridging it. The just-war tradition's jus post bellum literature — developed by Brian Orend, Gary Bass, Carsten Stahn, and others — asks what obligations combatants bear at war's end: the justice of peace terms, the reconstruction of occupied societies, the prosecution of war crimes. It is a genuine engagement with the termination phase, and it has generated important normative work. But jus post bellum is primarily a framework of moral obligation, not causal analysis. It asks what states should do after wars end, not why wars end when and how they do. The transitional-justice literature — on truth commissions, amnesties, prosecutions, and institutional reform in post-conflict societies — similarly addresses the aftermath of war with sophistication. Neither tradition has bridged into mainstream international-relations theory, where the dominant methods are formal modeling and large-n empirical analysis, and where the question of termination has been approached as an extension of the bargaining problem rather than as a distinct political and social phenomenon.5

The result is that each tradition talks past the others. The bargaining theorists explain when settlements become available but say little about the political conditions that activate specific paths to termination. The just-war scholars specify obligations that obtain after wars end but do not explain what produces endings. The transitional-justice scholars examine the institutional architecture of post-conflict societies but take the fact of termination as their starting point. No framework integrates all three concerns with the empirical specificity the current wars require. This book attempts to begin building one, by identifying the mechanisms through which wars have historically ended and diagnosing why those mechanisms are not currently operative.

Why the Asymmetry Persists

Three structural features account for most of the gap between the initiation and termination literatures. The first is the architecture of the research problems themselves. Wars start with discrete decisions by identifiable agents at identifiable moments: a mobilization order, an ultimatum, a first strike. This event-structure makes initiation theoretically tractable. There is a dependent variable with a clear onset, a set of explanatory variables that precede it, and a causal mechanism connecting them. War termination has none of this. Wars do not end; they run down. The peace that follows is the product of hundreds of small decisions and non-decisions over months or years — negotiation rounds, collapses of negotiation rounds, battlefield developments, and political calculations all interacting. There is no moment of termination that corresponds to the moment of initiation. Armistices are declared and fighting continues; peace treaties are signed and the underlying issues persist; ceasefires are announced and violated. The Korean armistice of July 1953 ended combat operations; the Korean conflict, in any meaningful political sense, has not ended. Termination is a process, not an event, and processes are harder to model than events.

The second feature is the political economy of academic attention. War initiation generates crisis-driven research demand: every outbreak of major armed conflict mobilizes scholars, funding bodies, journal editors, and policy institutes. The professional incentives align with the crisis moment to produce rapid research on causation. Termination does not generate an equivalent burst. It is slow, grinding, and undramatic. The shuttle diplomacy between Riyadh, Anchorage, and Miami over Ukraine's future attracts far less sustained analytical energy than the February 2022 invasion did, even though it is more consequential for whether the war ends. The Jeddah platform's years of repeated failure produced a thin specialist literature while the outbreak of the Sudanese war generated extensive rapid analysis. Publication structures reinforce this: initiation research produces parsimonious models that fit the standard article format; termination research requires tracking processes across time, tracing the interaction of multiple actors, and acknowledging contingency in ways that resist that format.

The third feature is moral. Initiation is photogenic and morally clear; termination is grinding and morally compromised. Explaining an aggression carries a kind of urgency. Understanding why the Russo-Ukrainian war has not yet produced a settlement is important but requires the analyst to reason from inside the interests of parties who have committed documented atrocities — to model their constraints and preferences without endorsing them, and to acknowledge that the terms both sides might eventually accept will fall well short of the justice either deserves. The moral demands of the exercise are different from those of studying aggression, and the discomfort that produces is part of why the field has been slower to develop on this side of the ledger.

What the Asymmetry Costs: Three Concrete Failures

The gap between the richness of the initiation literature and the thinness of termination scholarship would be an academic concern if it produced only incomplete theory. It has produced more than that. The asymmetry in scholarly attention has its counterpart in an asymmetry in operational and political preparation — states plan extensively for war's beginning and barely at all for its end — and this asymmetry has generated traceable failures in three domains.

Doctrinal Failure: Planning for Victory, Not for Exit

The Iraq case is canonical but not unique. U.S. war planning for Operation Iraqi Freedom focused the overwhelming majority of CENTCOM's time and resources on phases one through three. Phase IV, post-hostilities, was structurally underweighted. General Franks expressed the institutional logic plainly in his memoir: Washington should focus on policy while he focused on the war itself. He would attend to the day of; others would attend to what came after. The result is well-documented. In his new preface to Every War Must End, Fred Iklé identified the core failure: the Pentagon had prepared for many contingencies — oil fires, refugee movements, biological weapons — but had not planned for the one thing that actually mattered, which was how to establish political control quickly once Saddam's main forces were defeated. The absence of a theory of political termination left a vacuum that insurgents and sectarian militias filled. The "Mission Accomplished" declaration of 1 May 2003 was not wrong that the conventional campaign was over. It was wrong in implying that the war had ended. The war had only changed form.6

Afghanistan 2001 to 2021 replicates the pattern at greater length. The rapid defeat of the Taliban in the winter of 2001 produced an initial sense that the war had ended. The subsequent two decades demonstrated otherwise. The Taliban's removal from power was a battlefield outcome, not a political outcome. The conditions that would convert the battlefield outcome into a durable political arrangement — a legitimate and capable Afghan state, a settled civil-military relationship, a broadly accepted constitutional order — were never achieved. The Doha Agreement of February 2020, which the United States concluded with the Taliban, was not even an armistice but a schedule for withdrawal. The House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee's subsequent report on the British experience documented the same failure of preparation on the U.K. side: an "optimism bias" in the Foreign Office led it to assume the Americans would stay or delay, and no serious planning was done for the consequences of withdrawal. The Taliban returned to power at a speed that surprised even the most pessimistic assessments.7

The Russian planning for the February 2022 invasion of Ukraine reproduces the failure in contemporary form. U.S. intelligence assessed that Moscow's plan was premised on seizing Kyiv within the first two days; CIA Director William Burns told lawmakers as much in March 2022. General Milley publicly assessed the capital could fall within seventy-two hours. Russian propagandists made similar predictions. Whatever Russia's post-capture plan was, it presumed a political outcome — a compliant or replaced Ukrainian government — that would follow automatically from the military outcome. When Kyiv did not fall, when Ukrainian resistance proved more formidable than the Russian plan assumed, there was no contingency. Russia found itself, by mid-2026, fighting an attritional war on a frontline it had not intended to occupy, against a state it had not expected to survive. The plan had optimized for phase three. It had no phase four.8

The pattern is the same across these cases: military planning optimizes for the decisive engagement and treats the subsequent political settlement as a natural consequence of success. It is not. The conversion of a battlefield outcome into a durable political outcome requires a theory of what terms are being sought, what conditions must be met for those terms to hold, and what institutions must take over from the military instrument. In the absence of that theory, wars do not end. They change form.

Diplomatic Failure: Mediators Without a Theory of Ripeness

Mediators who arrive without a theory of why this conflict, at this moment, should be ripe for settlement are not practicing diplomacy. They are performing it. The Sudan case makes this concrete. The Jeddah platform, launched in May 2023 under U.S.-Saudi facilitation, brought the Sudanese Armed Forces and the Rapid Support Forces to the table for the first time. Over the following year and a half, it produced a Jeddah Declaration of principles, seven short-term ceasefire agreements, and a humanitarian framework. Not one of these agreements was honored. Fighting continued throughout all the ceasefires; the declaration's commitments were violated serially. The platform was suspended, resumed, expanded to include Egypt, the UAE, the African Union, and the United Nations as observers, and carried into Geneva — each iteration producing similar results: announced agreements, announced violations, continued war.9

The diagnostic failure is not that the mediators were incompetent. It is that the preconditions for mediation to work were absent and no one was systematically asking whether they were present. Both warring factions held extractive economies that funded continued fighting: gold revenues for the Rapid Support Forces, oil and Red Sea customs duties for the Sudanese Armed Forces. The mediators' own external backers were supporting opposing parties — the UAE behind the RSF, Egypt and Saudi Arabia behind the SAF — making the mediation platform structurally compromised from the start. Neither leader faced the domestic political costs of continuation that would make settlement rational. Deploying a ceasefire-first framework in those conditions produced theatre, not termination.

The U.S. shuttle diplomacy on Ukraine exhibits a different version of the same failure. The Trump administration's peace effort — traversing Riyadh, Jeddah, London, Anchorage, Geneva, and Miami between February 2025 and mid-2026 — produced a March 2025 Black Sea ceasefire arrangement that Russia interpreted as requiring prior sanctions relief; a three-day Victory Day truce in May 2026 that did not extend; and a sequence of draft frameworks — a U.S. 28-point plan in November 2025 that European leaders described as unacceptable and that Ukraine, Germany, France, and Britain worked to revise through counter-proposals of their own. The CSIS analysts who reviewed the 28-point plan provision by provision found it so full of loose ends, inconsistencies, and unsubstantiated assumptions that implementation was impossible as written. The fundamental gap between Russian and Ukrainian war aims — territorial, security, and legal — remained unbridged by any of these documents. The U.S. process was premised on the logic of third-party imposition — applying pressure to both sides to accept terms — but lacked the leverage that logic requires and had telegraphed its desire to disengage, undermining the coercive position on which imposition depends.10

Democratic Failure: Publics Equipped for War Aims, Not for Settlement

The third cost is democratic, and it is perhaps the least visible. Publics in liberal democracies are asked to support wars without being told what victory would look like, what settlement their governments would actually accept, or what exit from the war would require. The political economy of democratic war-making rewards leaders who promise clear victory and punishes those who acknowledge the possibility of settlement short of it — which is how virtually all wars end. The result is a democratic discourse systematically unequipped to deliberate about war's exit conditions.11

The British experience with the Afghanistan withdrawal in August 2021 is a precise illustration. When Kabul fell on 15 August, a YouGov survey found that 59 percent of Britons believed their 457 service personnel who died in Afghanistan had died for nothing. Two-fifths thought the withdrawal had been wrong — a reversal from the majority that had supported it just days before the Taliban takeover. The House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee subsequently found that the British government had been "asleep on watch": an optimism bias inside the Foreign Office had led it to assume the Taliban would not overrun Afghan security forces so quickly, and no preparation had been made for the consequences. But beneath the institutional failure lay a democratic one. The British public had been given, for twenty years, a frame of reference built around military operations, troop deployments, and sacrifice — not around the political conditions that would make the war end in a way that justified those sacrifices. When the war ended badly, the public had no analytic vocabulary for understanding why a particular political outcome had not been secured. They had the vocabulary of mission; they lacked the vocabulary of termination.12

The same dynamic operated in European capitals in November 2025, when the leaked details of the U.S. 28-point plan for Ukraine became public. The plan proposed limits on Ukraine's armed forces, formal U.S. recognition of Russian-occupied territory, and U.S. control of a portion of frozen Russian assets — provisions that European leaders described as unacceptable and that prompted Poland's Prime Minister to call several elements simply wrong. What was analytically striking was not the political reaction but the broader public reaction: the terms came as a surprise, as something outside the frame of reference that three years of war coverage had established. Western publics had been prepared to understand the war in terms of Ukrainian territorial integrity and Russian aggression. They had not been prepared to understand what a negotiated exit from the war would require any party to concede, or what political arrangement could durably separate Russian-controlled from Ukrainian-controlled territory. The terms were available knowledge; they had simply not been part of the public conversation about the war. When they became available, they read, to many, as betrayal rather than arithmetic.13

This is partly a failure of political leadership, which has systematic incentives to promise outcomes it cannot deliver. But it also reflects the absence of a public framework for thinking about war termination. Fearon's audience-cost logic operates asymmetrically in this domain: leaders who signal willingness to negotiate pay immediate political costs among voters who prefer total victory; leaders who prosecute the war without a clear theory of termination pay costs only later, when the absence of a plan becomes visible. The incentive structure rewards the vague war aim and punishes the honest settlement discussion. Correcting this requires better-equipped publics — publics that understand that wars end through political processes, not only through military victories, and that settlement is not appeasement but the recognition of what the bargaining situation will bear.

Why the Field Has Not Corrected Itself

The foregoing might suggest that the asymmetry should be self-correcting: as the costs of termination-blindness become visible, the field should redirect. It has done so only modestly. The Goemans-Reiter-Toft generation produced genuine advances in the first decade of this century. But the advances have not been followed by comparable work in the subsequent fifteen years. The live wars of 2022 to 2026 — Ukraine, Gaza, Sudan, Myanmar, Iran — have produced extensive analysis of initiation and escalation, and extensive policy commentary on ceasefire prospects, but no new framework for termination comparable in scope to what the initiation field developed between 1965 and 2005.

Part of the explanation is methodological. The bargaining-model extensions that Slantchev and Filson-Werner produced are technically sophisticated but not easily translated into practitioner-accessible diagnostics. The gap between "warfare ceases when it loses its informational content" — Slantchev's Principle of Convergence — and "here is how to determine whether that point has been reached in Ukraine, and what would change if it has not" is enormous, and the field has not bridged it. Part of the explanation is that the current wars present features — nuclear shadow, asymmetric non-state actors, multi-front regional conflicts, the interaction of freezing and fragmentation — that the canonical termination literature did not anticipate and does not well address. The literature on termination was built primarily around interstate wars; it has been extended to civil wars with effort; it has not been systematically extended to the contemporary cluster of unfinished conflicts.

Five Logics, and Why They Matter

The costs identified above — doctrinal, diplomatic, democratic — have a common root: the absence of an operational framework for termination. By operational, I mean a framework specific enough to be diagnostic for a particular war, general enough to apply across cases, and accessible enough to be used by practitioners and publics, not just by formal theorists. Building such a framework is the work the chapters that follow attempt.

The framework identifies five logics through which wars have ended across recorded history. Wars end through military defeat, when one side imposes terms because the other cannot continue. They end through mutual exhaustion — the hurting stalemate — when both sides come to believe the costs of continuing exceed the costs of settling. They end through leadership change, when the decision-maker who would not settle is replaced by one who will. They end through third-party imposition, when outside actors with sufficient leverage compel terms. And they end through institutional absorption, when the conflict is folded into a larger structure — an alliance, an economic union, an imperial framework — that makes its continuation untenable.

Each logic is the subject of a subsequent chapter, developed with its preconditions, characteristic failure modes, and the cases — historical and current — that test it. The typology is applied then to the live wars: Ukraine, Gaza, the Israel-Iran axis, Sudan, Yemen, and Myanmar, and to the frozen conflicts from Korea to Cyprus. In each case, the diagnostic question is the same: which logic is closest to operative, what blocks it, and what would have to change for it to become operative?

What distinguishes this framework from the existing termination literature is not primarily theoretical novelty but analytic scope and current application. Goemans explains why leaders gamble rather than settle; Reiter explains how information and commitment problems interact; Slantchev models when convergence becomes possible; Zartman explains what makes a conflict ripe. None of these is wrong. None, taken alone, provides a practitioner or a public with what this book tries to provide: a map of all the routes by which a specific war could end, a diagnosis of why each route is or is not currently passable, and an identification of the specific conditions that would have to change. That is what taking termination as seriously as initiation would require — and what, as the three failures documented above suggest, the world urgently needs.14
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11 The audience-cost logic in the democratic context is developed in Fearon, "Domestic Political Audiences and the Escalation of International Disputes," 577–592. On the asymmetric application to termination, the argument
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