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authors that critically examines the liberal premises of contemporary
peacebuilding efforts through a combination of incisive thematic analysis
and well-chosen case studies. A ‘must read’ for scholars and practitioners
alike.’’
Richard Caplan, Professor of International Relations, University of
Oxford
‘‘After some years of controversy, peacebuilding is now generally accepted as an important tool in the conﬂict resolution toolkit. What is
often far from clear, however, is exactly what type of peace is to be built
and why. This volume thoughtfully takes apart these questions and puts
them back together in new – and sometimes unexpected – ways.’’
Simon Chesterman, Global Professor and Director, NYU School of Law
Singapore Programme
‘‘Timely, wide-ranging in scope, and hard-hitting in content, this book is
crucial reading for those involved in policy and academic discussion on
the ‘liberal’ framing of international peacebuilding interventions. The
questions raised regarding the liberal nature of these policy interventions, their strategic coherence, their viability, and their goals, are far
too important to be ignored.’’
David Chandler, Professor of International Relations, University of Westminster
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1
Introduction
Edward Newman, Roland Paris and Oliver P. Richmond

Peacebuilding in conﬂict-prone and post-conﬂict countries – aimed at
preventing the resumption or escalation of violent conﬂict and establishing a durable and self-sustaining peace – has generated debates and controversies of great signiﬁcance to scholarship and policy. The signiﬁcance
of these debates extends far beyond the realms of ‘‘peace operations’’.
The extent and scope of contemporary peacebuilding, the motivations of
powerful actors that sponsor and implement these activities, and the impact of these activities upon the societies in which they operate all raise
fundamental implications for international politics. A key element of
these debates relates to the nature and impact of liberal peacebuilding:
the promotion of democracy, market-based economic reforms and a
range of other institutions associated with ‘‘modern’’ states as a driving
force for building ‘‘peace’’. This volume explores the nature, effectiveness and legitimacy of liberal peacebuilding and relates contemporary
peacebuilding activities to broader debates in international politics.
Absolute numbers of major civil wars (as well as wars between states)
are generally in decline in historical perspective; and the magnitude of
wars, in terms of all kinds of destruction, also appears to be in decline.1
However, civil wars, failing or weak states and various forms of low-level
violent conﬂict remain a pressing global challenge, for two principal reasons. First, and most importantly, violent conﬂict is a direct and indirect
source of human misery and human rights violations. Secondly, there
is wide agreement that unstable and conﬂict-prone societies also pose
a threat to international security and stability. Indeed, many analysts –
New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2
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especially after 9/11 – now consider these situations to be the primary security challenge of the contemporary era. Whether this view truly reﬂects
‘‘reality’’ or is a political construction, signiﬁcant international effort and
resources have been applied to peacekeeping, peacebuilding and postconﬂict (re)construction, and the rationale for these activities is both strategic and humanitarian.
The outcomes of these efforts have been judged positively by many
analysts, especially in terms of promoting stability and ending violent
conﬂict.2 However, the contributors to this volume suggest that the modalities and implications of international peacebuilding should be more
critically questioned. Approaches to peacebuilding are often controversial. In particular, the effectiveness and appropriateness of promoting liberal democracy and market economics in volatile conﬂict-prone societies
are contested. The perceived absence of ‘‘local ownership’’ and insufﬁcient consultation with local stakeholders have led some observers to
question the legitimacy of peacebuilding operations. The apparent emphasis in international peacebuilding on top-down mediation amongst
power brokers and building state institutions – in contrast to more
bottom-up, community-driven peacebuilding – has raised concerns about
the sustainability of peacebuilding projects. The attention to reconstruction and stability and the neglect of the underlying sources of conﬂict
suggest, to some, that the nature of the ‘‘peace’’ that is being built is not
entirely inclusive or context sensitive. The seeming paradox of combining
reconstruction with coercion – most obviously in Afghanistan and Iraq,
but also more subtly in Bosnia and elsewhere – and the manner in which
other components of the peacebuilding agenda also appear to be in tension with each other suggest that there are deep and unresolved internal
contradictions in the peacebuilding project.
These controversies lead to a number of core questions, which are
addressed in this volume: Is there a coherent international peacebuilding doctrine? What realistic expectations can we have in terms of peacebuilding in the most challenging cases such as Bosnia, Timor-Leste,
Afghanistan and the Democratic Republic of Congo? What are the
benchmarks for success? Does international peacebuilding as we see it
in the world today represent a viable project in liberal peacebuilding? If
a liberal peace is viable, is it also legitimate? Or is it, as some claim, a
new form of hegemonic control or neo-imperialism? What is the relationship between state-building, liberal peacebuilding and the more emancipatory agendas of peacebuilding? Insofar as peacebuilding resembles –
or perhaps constitutes – state-building, what or whose vision of the state
is being promoted? Is peacebuilding a ‘‘realist’’ strategic enterprise
meant to contain conﬂict and its international repercussions, or are there
prospects for resolving the underlying sources of conﬂict? Should it
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address objectives such as emancipation and social justice, and if so how?
Do peacebuilding practices suggest that state sovereignty, human rights
and the norms relating to international peace and security are changing?
Is the liberal peace more broadly ‘‘in crisis’’ and, if it is, what are the implications for liberal peacebuilding?3 Can ‘‘critical’’ approaches to scholarship deepen our understanding of these issues?
This volume provides fresh insights into these debates, focusing on the
activities of peacebuilding operations but also engaging broader themes.
It offers new perspectives in a number of ways. First, although focusing
mainly on cases of major UN peacebuilding, it also considers the implications and record of liberal peacebuilding in a wider range of experiences.
Secondly, it goes beyond the narrow focus on democracy and market
economics by interrogating a wider area of peacebuilding activities, including the (re)construction of state institutions. Thirdly, it applies ‘‘critical’’ analysis to the study of peacebuilding, exploring the implications of
peacebuilding activities for broader debates about power, legitimacy and
international order. Finally, it takes the debate beyond the realms of
liberal Western academia by involving scholars and analysts with direct
experience in conﬂict-prone and post-conﬂict societies.

Peacekeeping, peacebuilding and international peace and
security
International peacebuilding in conﬂict-prone and post-conﬂict societies –
covering security, development, humanitarian assistance, governance and
the rule of law – has developed rapidly in recent years in terms of the
range of activities conducted, the number of operations deployed, and
the number and variety of international actors involved in these missions.
Indeed, one explanation for the decline in major civil war is that international organizations – in particular the United Nations – are more active
and more successful in preventing, managing and terminating conﬂict and
consolidating peace after conﬂict. A key aspect of this renewed activism
is a post–Cold War transformation of peacekeeping and peacebuilding
activities, reﬂecting an evolution of norms, in particular the weakening
of inviolable territorial integrity and a growing acceptance of certain
forms of intervention. Some have drawn a qualitative distinction between
classical ‘‘Westphalian’’ peacekeeping and post-Westphalian peacebuilding activities.4 A sketch of the evolution of UN peace operations will
illustrate this.
First-generation peacekeeping generally involved the interposition of
UN military forces to monitor ceaseﬁres, to facilitate the withdrawal of
troops and to act as a buffer between countries in volatile situations.
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This was a mechanism of great power management: it aimed to contain
conﬂicts and prevent them from escalating, and to maintain stability so
that a political solution could be achieved between states. In line with
the Westphalian norm, ﬁrst-generation peacekeeping – based upon impartiality, the consent of the local parties to the conﬂict, and the non-use
of force except in self-defence – is based upon the primacy of international security between states, the principal challenges being aggression
and war between states (not civil war). Peacekeeping aimed to assist
states to peacefully resolve disputes in their external relations between
each other in the interests of international order and stability. Classical
peacekeeping in some ways also reﬂected a pluralist view of international
society, emphasizing the sanctity of sovereign states and rules of cooperation that sustain international order and peace amongst states, such as
mutual recognition and non-interference.
Almost all the major operations of the Cold War represented the classic model of inter-state conﬂict management and few deployed in civil
war situations. These operations were aimed at containing – and not resolving – the sources of international instability, and even less at preventing or resolving civil war. The UN Truce Supervision Organization
(established in 1948) was set up to monitor ceaseﬁres, supervise armistice
agreements, prevent isolated incidents from escalating and assist other
UN peacekeeping operations in the Middle East region. The UN Military
Observer Group in India and Pakistan (established in 1949) was deployed to supervise the ceaseﬁre agreed between India and Pakistan in
the State of Jammu and Kashmir. The ﬁrst UN Emergency Force (1956–
1967) was established to secure and supervise the cessation of hostilities
after the Suez War, including the withdrawal of the armed forces of
France, Israel and the United Kingdom from Egyptian territory. After
the withdrawal, it served as a buffer between the Egyptian and Israeli
forces. The UN Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (established in 1964) was
set up to prevent further ﬁghting between the Greek Cypriot and Turkish
Cypriot communities. After the hostilities of 1974, the mission’s responsibilities were expanded to supervise ceaseﬁre lines, maintain a buffer zone
and undertake humanitarian activities. The second UN Emergency Force
(1973–1979) was created to supervise the ceaseﬁre between Egyptian and
Israeli forces, to supervise the redeployment of Egyptian and Israeli
forces and to control the buffer zones established under those agreements. The UN Disengagement Observer Force was established in 1974
following the disengagement of the Israeli and Syrian forces on the Golan Heights. The UN Interim Force in Lebanon was created by the Security Council in 1978 to conﬁrm Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon, restore
international peace and security and assist the Lebanese government in
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restoring its effective authority in the area. The UN Yemen Observation
Mission (UNYOM, 1963–1964) was established to observe and certify
the implementation of the disengagement agreement between Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Republic. The UN India–Pakistan Observation
Mission (UNIPOM, 1965–1966) was set up to supervise the ceaseﬁre
along the India–Pakistan border. The UN Observation Group in Lebanon (UNOGIL, 1958) was established to ensure that there was no illegal
inﬁltration of personnel or supply of arms or other materiel across the
Lebanese borders. The operation in the Congo (ONUC, 1960–1964) was
the major exception in that it was deployed in a situation of civil war, but
ultimately it was aimed at maintaining the territorial integrity of Congo
rather than resolving conﬂict in that country.
In contrast, post–Cold War peacebuilding operations reﬂect a different
– perhaps post-Westphalian – approach to conﬂict management and international security. Contemporary peacebuilding approaches reﬂect the
idea that maintaining peace in post-conﬂict societies requires a multifaceted approach, with attention to a wide range of social, economic and
institutional needs. They reﬂect a liberal project: not just managing instability between states but seeking to build peace within and between states
on the basis of liberal democracy and market economics. In line with this,
the types of activities in peace operations have been transformed and entail engagement with a wider range of actors, including non-governmental organizations, humanitarian organizations and commercial entities.
Most post–Cold War peacekeeping and peacebuilding operations have
been deployed into domestic situations – after or sometimes during civil
conﬂict – and have involved some combination of tasks related to promoting domestic security, development and humanitarian assistance and
strengthening governance and the rule of law. Such activities have included supporting ceaseﬁres and peace processes; demobilization and
disarmament of former combatants and reintegrating them into society;
stabilizing the economy; employment creation and economic development; repatriation (or resettlement) of refugees and internally displaced
persons; responding to food insecurity; responding to acute health concerns; strengthening law and order; promoting and facilitating democratic
practices; strengthening institutions of justice and legislation; resuming
and strengthening public service delivery; promoting human rights and
reconciliation; addressing land reform claims; and constitutional drafting
or amendments (see Box 1.1). The key examples are the UN operations in
Cambodia, Angola, Burundi, Central African Republic, Liberia, Mozambique, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Chad, Sudan, Côte d’Ivoire, Democratic
Republic of Congo, Somalia, Kosovo, El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti,
Timor-Leste, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Eastern Slavonia and Croatia.
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Box 1.1 Components and goals of peacebuilding
The components and objectives of peacebuilding cannot be easily described because this is subject to debate and disagreement. However,
a broad deﬁnition is the following:

 preventing the resumption or escalation of violent conﬂict in
conﬂict-prone societies and establishing a durable and self-sustaining
peace;
 addressing the underlying sources of conﬂict;
 building or rebuilding peaceful social institutions and values, including respect for human rights;
 building or rebuilding institutions of governance and the rule of law.
Such a broad approach to peacebuilding entails a wide range of activities. The criterion for inclusion as an activity related to peacebuilding
is those policy challenges that, in their most acute form, can potentially threaten to undermine overall peacebuilding objectives if not
adequately addressed.

Security
 supporting a ceaseﬁre and peace process, as appropriate;
 demobilization and disarmament of former combatants, and their reintegration into society;
 collecting and destroying weapons and de-mining;
 withdrawal of foreign forces (if any);
 addressing regional sources of instability and conﬂict;
 achieving security (security sector reform, police enforcement
capacity-building).

Development
 addressing property and land ownership disputes and reaching
settlements;
 stabilizing the economy (controlling hyperinﬂation, addressing exchange rate crises, establishing currency stability);
 securing natural resources against illegal predation;
 addressing inequality among ethnic (or other identity) groups in
society;
 employment creation, economic development, securing livelihoods;
 attracting skilled ex-patriots back to the country to contribute to the
recovery;
 basic welfare provision.
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Box 1.1 (cont.)

Humanitarian assistance
 repatriation (or resettlement) of refugees and internally displaced
persons; ﬁnding durable solutions to ‘‘protracted refugee situations’’;
 responding to food insecurity;
 responding to acute health concerns.

Governance and the rule of law
 strengthening law and order;
 democracy assistance (electoral assistance and observation, party
regulation, developing civil society and media);
 governance assistance (strengthening governance at both national
and local levels, strengthening institutions of justice and legislation,
addressing corruption);
 resuming and strengthening public service delivery (health service,
education, infrastructure, transportation, energy);
 human rights, reconciliation, truth, ‘‘transitional justice’’;
 addressing land reform claims;
 constitutional drafting or amendments.

This transformation of peace operations also reﬂects an evolving security environment. In the post–Cold War era, and certainly after 9/11, situations of civil war and state failure are seen – or at least constructed – as
a threat. According to the conventional ‘‘Westphalian’’ model of international politics, threats to international security come primarily from powerful aggressive states. In the twenty-ﬁrst century, by contrast, there is
wide belief that threats are equally likely to come from failing or conﬂict-prone states, or even from non-state actors.5 Theories of conﬂict
and instability increasingly point to the weakness of the state as a key
factor in the onset of violent conﬂict – the ‘‘declining state’’6 or ‘‘the
problem of the modern state’’,7 which is the source of ‘‘never-ending
wars’’.8 Amongst foreign policy elites, this is a paradigm shift in security
thinking: challenges to security ‘‘come not from rival global powers, but
from weak states’’.9 As a result, greater efforts and resources have been
forthcoming from powerful states to contain, resolve and to some extent
prevent civil war.
Although analysts may disagree about the sources of civil war and state
failure, there is greater agreement that they are associated with a range
of problems. Forced migration, a challenge in itself, also can lead to the

10

EDWARD NEWMAN, ROLAND PARIS & OLIVER P. RICHMOND

spread of insurgents, threatening regional stability on an ongoing basis
and sometimes causing conﬂicts in neighbouring states.10 Conﬂicted and
failed states are conducive to trafﬁcking in small arms and light weapons
through porous borders. These states are also more likely to host war
economies: the illegal commercial networks and activities that thrive in
environments where there is no effective rule of law.11 There has also
been speculation that such states – as a point of either transit or origin –
may be a site for the transfer of chemical, biological and nuclear weapons
materials. Such states typically have very poor health services and standards, which results in proportionally high levels of contagious disease
such as HIV/AIDS. This, combined with migration ﬂows, constitutes a
direct threat to regional neighbours. These situations can directly or indirectly have negative regional environmental impacts, since government
regulation of environmentally hazardous industrial activities does not
function. They also provide an environment in which – owing to the absence of orderly institutions and accountable governance – recalcitrant
or aggressive governments can come to power, abuse the privileges of
sovereign statehood or pose a threat to regional security. Finally, many
studies have argued that weak or failed states may provide an environment that enables the emergence or operation of terrorist organizations,
which may attack local or international targets.12
The securitization of conﬂict-prone and weak states in the developing
world is not uncontroversial. Nevertheless, it is within this context that
current thinking about peacebuilding must be seen. A great deal of effort
and resources have been applied to peacebuilding and post-conﬂict (re)construction and these activities clearly have a strategic as well as a
humanitarian rationale in the context of evolving threat perceptions.
The recent interest – and funding – directed towards peacebuilding can
only be explained by the post-9/11 merging of underdevelopment, state
failure and insecurity. Mainstream thinking is illustrative of this new
thinking. Fukuyama suggested that ‘‘weak and failing states have arguably become the single most important problem for international
order’’.13 As a corollary, according to some, state-building has ‘‘become
one of the critical all-consuming strategic and moral imperatives of our
terrorized time’’.14 Peacebuilding – as far as it involves (re)building state
institutions in failed or conﬂicted states – is viewed by powerful developed states as a strategic imperative for international action.

Liberal peacebuilding
Because of the scope and breadth of peacebuilding activities – and the
emphasis on building institutions based upon market economics and de-
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mocracy – contemporary peacebuilding is often described as ‘‘liberal
peacebuilding’’. The theoretical underpinning of liberal peacebuilding is
the liberal peace: the idea that certain kinds of (liberally constituted)
societies will tend to be more peaceful, both in their domestic affairs and
in their international relations, than illiberal states are. The international
variant of this theory is the ‘‘democratic peace’’. According to this, consolidated democracies do not go to war with each other because democracies have institutional constraints upon leaders that make initiating
conﬂict with other countries more difﬁcult; in addition, because such
countries are interdependent economically, going to war may disrupt
economic/trade relations. There has been a great deal of debate about –
and challenges to – the democratic peace theory, focusing on the deﬁnition of ‘‘war’’ and ‘‘democracy’’ and the manner in which democratic
countries have been aggressive to non-democratic countries. Nevertheless, the theory enjoys strong support. Moreover, in recent years there
has been resurgent interest in the domestic variant of liberal peace
theory. That is the notion that liberally constituted states are more internally peaceful, prosperous and humane and even better environmental
managers than non-democracies. Indeed, the international and domestic
versions of liberal peace theory have recently blended into far-reaching
claims about the manifold peace-producing beneﬁts of democratization
and marketization:
Countries that govern themselves in a truly democratic fashion do not go to
war with one another. They do not aggress against their neighbors to aggrandize themselves or glorify their leaders. Democratic governments do not ethnically ‘‘cleanse’’ their own populations, and they are much less likely to face
ethnic insurgency. Democracies do not sponsor terrorism against one another.
They do not build weapons of mass destruction to use on or to threaten one another. Democratic countries form more reliable, open, and enduring trading
partnerships. In the long run they offer better and more stable climates for
investment. They are more environmentally responsible because they must
answer to their own citizens, who organize to protest the destruction of their
environments. They are better bets to honor international treaties since they
value legal obligations and because their openness makes it much more difﬁcult
to breach agreements in secret. Precisely because, within their own borders,
they respect competition, civil liberties, property rights, and the rule of law, democracies are the only reliable foundation on which a new world order of international security and prosperity can be built.15

All major peacebuilding operations have involved elections or broader
democracy-assistance activities. This has given rise to a lively debate
exploring the modalities, effectiveness and legitimacy of international
efforts to stabilize conﬂict-prone societies and build peace. Beyond
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democracy and market economics, liberal peacebuilding also embraces
a broader range of practices and values, including secular authority,
capacity-building, centralized governance and institutions of justice.
As many of the chapters in this volume argue, the concept of liberal
peacebuilding and the manner in which it is promoted in fragile and divided societies are problematic. The tenets of liberal peacebuilding – liberal democracy, liberal human rights, market values, the integration of
societies into globalization and the centralized secular state – are not necessarily universal (or universally applicable) values. Moreover, the liberal
peace and its neo-liberal economic dimensions, which have displaced
older liberal ideas about welfare, are not necessarily appropriate for conﬂicted or divided societies. Indeed, democracy and the market are arguably adversarial or even conﬂictual forces – taken for granted in stable
Western democracies but not necessarily suitable for volatile societies
that do not enjoy stable institutions.
Peacebuilding activities are not neutral in their normative orientation
or impact, and this raises important questions concerning the role of international organizations in attempting to end civil conﬂict through the
promotion of certain political and economic models. In some circumstances, some of the values and approaches may be at odds with the
attainment of sustainable peace, when, for example, they promote a
neo-liberal economic agenda, which may exacerbate social or economic
tensions or obstruct the reintegration of displaced people; or where democracy promotion exacerbates political conﬂict and sectarian divisions.
As Paris has observed, ‘‘the process of political and economic liberalization is inherently tumultuous: It can exacerbate social tensions and
undermine the prospects for stable peace in the fragile conditions that
typically exist in countries just emerging from civil war.’’16 Some aspects
of the liberal peace model are also potentially in tension with each other.
Democratization has had questionable results in Afghanistan, Kosovo,
Bosnia, Burundi and Iraq. This is not to question democracy but to highlight the observation that democratic politics can still be a vehicle for,
and indeed exacerbate, sectarianism. Sometimes, the linkage of peacebuilding with state-building and the assumption that it will produce a
sovereign state with territorial integrity and inviolable boundaries are
also problematic in that they touch upon key causal factors in some conﬂicts, such as in Kosovo or indirectly in Bosnia.
More fundamentally troubling questions are emerging regarding the
value system underpinning the approach of the international community
– and imbuing international organizations. Is the liberal peace being promoted in societies in which it may be, for social or cultural reasons, fundamentally inappropriate? Or is it more a matter of sequencing: ensuring
that stable foundations and national institutions are installed before
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liberalization? Either way, there is real concern that ‘‘post-conﬂict’’
peacebuilding programmes may sow the seeds of their own failure by exacerbating the social tensions that resulted in violent conﬂict in the ﬁrst
place, or by failing to create the domestic foundations for democratizing
and marketizing reforms. As a result, different components of the liberal
reform agenda may be clashing with each other in ways that cast doubt
on the viability of the larger liberal peacebuilding project.
This also points to a secondary issue of whether international peacebuilding really is ‘‘liberal’’ when (in terms of conﬂict resolution) it tends
to mediate – from the top down – between local power brokers, who are
often politically extremist or exclusionary, and ignores grassroots community actors, who are potentially more inclusive and moderate. Thus,
the essential mechanism of a liberal social contract is generally absent in
post-conﬂict states, which instead are held together by external actors.
This also obstructs more progressive bottom-up forms of peacebuilding that cultivate cosmopolitan peaceful forces and address underlying
sources of conﬂict. The longer-range issue of whether a ‘‘better’’ liberalism is transferable and adequate for a higher quality of peace is still very
contentious.
The legitimacy of liberal peacebuilding has come under growing criticism, although there are major differences in terms of whether this is a
result of the values and assumptions that underpin it or of its ‘‘performance’’. Thus, some analysts focus on improving sequencing (for example, establishing institutions before liberalization) or increasing ‘‘local
ownership’’, participation and consultation, whereas others focus on
more fundamental questions about the suitability of liberal political and
economic values in different contexts.
In practice, in local contexts there has tended to be a general acceptance of the institutions and norms as well as the material resources of
liberal peacebuilding, while at the same time strong criticism of these.
This is a clear paradox, which needs unpacking. As Bhikhu Parekh has
written, for example: ‘‘the liberal principle of individuation and other liberal ideas are culturally and historically speciﬁc. As such a political system based on them cannot claim universal validity.’’17 This resonates
strongly on the ground, yet at the same time those who want peace see
liberal peacebuilding as a plausible beginning. The legitimacy of international peacebuilding (or key components of it) has also been challenged
by the perception of a lack of ‘‘local ownership’’ and local consultation
in international peacebuilding, by its elements of coercion (either overt
or subtle), and by the apparent lack of accountability that has accompanied some forms of peacebuilding. Yet the overall project continues
for want of an alternative that does not involve a reversion to violence
and lawlessness on a grander scale than currently exists. Nevertheless,
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legitimacy is crucial for peace and for liberalism, and so this raises the
issue of how legitimacy might be restored, especially in the wake of the
ﬂaws in the US-sponsored state-building operations in Afghanistan and
Iraq, as well as inefﬁciencies and local rejection in many other more traditional peace operations.
This points to a need for a more concerted examination of the political,
social and economic resources that individuals and communities need in
order to fulﬁl their role in the social contract within the liberal state in
transitional phases when they are dependent upon external support.
This would require a readjustment of the role of international ﬁnancial
institutions in particular and of development and donor praxis in order
to provide the material resources urgently required to make democracy,
human rights, the rule of law and development meaningful for ordinary
people in their everyday lives.
From this analysis some related issues emerge. International peacebuilding currently revolves around a distinction between the ‘‘internationals’’ and ‘‘locals’’. In this framework lies a danger of
‘‘romanticizing’’ the ‘‘local’’ and validating the ‘‘international’’ without
much connection or communication between the two. This raises the
issue of how the ‘‘international’’ engages the ‘‘local’’ without accepting
certain practices not commensurate with international norms, or performing experiments on the powerless that might have problematic unintended consequences. It may well be that this points to the need for a
non-liberal type of peacebuilding, or at least a far greater consideration
and respect for alternative modes of politics or polities, if this can be
done without creating even greater problems for the population of the
host countries. We might even wish to explore more hybridized forms of
peacebuilding that involve a mixture of conventionally liberal and local
practices and models. The chapters all contribute to these debates.

Summary of the chapters
The ﬁrst ﬁve chapters engage the broad liberal peacebuilding debate.
Building upon this introduction, Edward Newman’s chapter (‘‘ ‘Liberal’
peacebuilding debates’’) explores the challenges, controversies and debates related to peacebuilding and presents a typology of different forms
of peacebuilding: transformatory, realist and liberal. The chapter challenges some of the theoretically ‘‘critical’’ approaches to peacebuilding
and in particular the generalized – and exaggerated – claims that are
often made. In conclusion, he argues that although peacebuilding is often
presented – and debated – as a ‘‘liberal’’ exercise aimed at resolving the
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underlying sources of conﬂict, in reality it tends to be aimed at containing
or repressing conﬂict in the interests of international stability in general
or particular hegemonic strategic interests, in line with the ‘‘new’’ security agenda. Therefore, international peacebuilding appears to reﬂect
the legacy of Hobbes rather than – as is generally claimed – Wilson or
Kant.
Oliver P. Richmond’s chapter (‘‘Beyond liberal peace? Responses to
‘backsliding’ ’’) is written from a ‘‘critical’’ perspective, arguing that the
contemporary liberal peacebuilding project is in many ways ﬂawed. He
contends that this project essentially involves transplanting and exporting
conditionality and dependency, creating a mix of institutional regulation and liberal freedoms that constitutes liberal peace as ‘‘peace-asgovernance’’. According to this, peace is viewed by policymakers and
analysts as resulting from the establishment of the institutions necessary
for the liberal governance of society, the economy and politics. However, what often emerges is a hybrid form of the liberal peace subject to
powerful local critiques, sometimes even resistance, and a perceived failure to live up to local and international expectations. This is partly a consequence of neo-liberal strategies inserted into the liberalization process,
which undermine the idea of a social contract institutionalized via state–
society consent and replace it with a reiterated class system. It also results from the liberal tendency to avoid engaging with local culture and
its essentialization of identity in the political institutions it tries to create.
The chapter suggests that this effectively reiterates Polyani’s fear that
elites tend to counter democratic moves towards welfarism and to a
social contract. Richmond argues that, if peacebuilding is to move beyond the modernist claims and failings of the neo-liberal peace (by which
it appears to have been co-opted) towards the goal of building a stable
polity that provides for everyday life, the rationalizing and reductionist
machinery of peacebuilding itself must reform its engagement with its
‘‘subjects’’ and recognize the inter-subjective nature of the relationship
between the sponsors and recipients of the rapidly hybridizing liberallocal peace.
Michael Pugh’s chapter (‘‘Towards life welfare’’) provides a critical assessment of ‘‘liberal developmentalism’’ and the formulaic ‘‘progressive
benchmarks’’ encompassing security sector reform, rule of law, democratization, capacity-building, institution-building and so-called ‘‘free market’’ liberalization. Within this broader critique, Pugh focuses on the
impact on and implications for welfare in post-conﬂict societies. The role
of welfare – as well-being with roots in local societies – is considered in
his chapter to be a crucial element in achieving positive peace: it is essential for securing identity, fostering social cohesion and forging viable
and legitimate social contracts with governing polities, whether states or
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sub-state communities. In this sense, Pugh argues that attention to welfare is seriously lacking in – or even undermined by – contemporary
peacebuilding activities, forcing people into the precarious and sometimes criminalized informal economy sector. Moreover, he suggests that
this can be understood only with reference to broader neo-liberal forces
in the global economy, which increasingly – and deleteriously – condition
social life.
Pugh maintains that the fragilities, limitations and technologies of the
liberal peace suggest that a paradigm shift in thinking about the welfare
of peacebuilding is essential to foster local conceptions of peace. A paradigm shift would require attention to two other analytical spheres that
tend to be either neglected or divorced from each other in the literature:
the welfare of everyday life and the conditionalities of global capitalism.
A shift would thus operate at two levels: better engagement with the diverse local cultural and welfare dynamics on the one hand, and restructuring or disempowerment of the existing ﬁnancial hegemony at a global
level.
Roland Paris’s chapter (‘‘Does liberal peacebuilding have a future?’’)
scrutinizes the main challenges that have been directed against liberal
peacebuilding in recent years. Some commentators have argued that the
international agencies engaged in these operations have paid inadequate
attention to domestic institutional conditions for successful democratization and marketization, and indeed that liberalization can exacerbate
conﬂict. Others maintain that peacebuilders have not appreciated or
addressed tensions and contradictions between the various goals of
peacebuilding. Some contend that international interventions are counterproductive because they in effect ‘‘freeze’’ conﬂicts in place rather than
allowing these conﬂicts to burn themselves out. It has also been suggested that the contemporary practice of peacebuilding is fundamentally
ﬂawed because it is overly intrusive. Some take the criticism of peacebuilding’s intrusiveness much further, arguing that these missions represent a new form of imperialism or colonialism. The occupation of Iraq
– involving elections, constitutional processes, economic adjustment and
institution-building – has further challenged the legitimacy of the broader
peacebuilding project. Some critics, therefore, question the very foundations of peacebuilding, including its feasibility and its legitimacy.
Paris challenges a number of these critical approaches to peacebuilding, and especially what he calls the sweeping and undifferentiated quality of this backlash against liberal peacebuilding. He argues that, despite
the shortcomings of liberal peacebuilding, most host countries would
probably be much worse off if not for the assistance they received. The
collapse of the peacebuilding project would be tantamount to abandoning tens of millions of people to lawlessness, predation, disease and fear.
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The record of peacebuilding is mixed and full of disappointments, but
it also indicates that such missions have, on the whole, done considerably more good than harm. For these reasons, the most sweeping critiques of liberal peacebuilding – and especially those suggesting that the
entire enterprise is either futile or illegitimate – are themselves highly
problematic.
Chandra Lekha Sriram’s chapter (‘‘Transitional justice and the liberal
peace’’) explores liberal peacebuilding in an issue area often neglected in
this debate. She argues that transitional justice strategies share with the
broader liberal peacebuilding project key assumptions about preferable institutional arrangements, and this subjects transitional justice to
some of the same criticisms that may be directed at the liberal
peacebuilding consensus. From a critical perspective, her chapter argues
that transitional justice processes and mechanisms may, like liberal
peacebuilding, represent an externally imposed agenda, inappropriate
for the political and legal cultures in which they are set up, and even destabilize post-conﬂict and post-atrocity societies. After offering an analysis of transitional justice, the chapter considers a number of empirical
examples to illustrate the challenges inherent in addressing a history of
atrocity. Sriram argues that transitional justice, like democratization, is
inherently destabilizing. In particular, the focus of transitional justice
strategies on legal accountability and public reckoning may be destabilizing rather than peacebuilding. She concludes that simply presuming that
justice generates or equates to peace is potentially problematic.
The second section of the volume focuses more closely on case studies
and experiences. M. A. Mohamed Salih’s chapter (‘‘A critique of the political economy of the liberal peace: Elements of an African experience’’)
offers a critical assessment of the liberal peace from a broad African perspective. He acknowledges that the liberal peace has generally brought
stability and has nurtured the politics of democracy and respect for
human and civil rights, but argues that it has largely failed to deliver tangible developmental or economic beneﬁts to the majority of the African
poor. In common with many chapters in this volume, therefore, Salih
argues that welfare issues must be seen as a peacebuilding issue, underscoring the relationship between peace, democracy and development.
Superﬁcial ‘‘democratic’’ institutions are often a poor substitute for welfare gains. Salih contends that the dominant political economy of the liberal peace has failed to address major developmental problems such as
poverty, exclusion, the social justice deﬁcit and inadequate access to
basic human needs. Indeed, there is a tension between neo-liberalism
and democracy that informs the contradictions within the political economy of neo-liberalism or the discrepancy between political and economic
liberalization. These tensions tend to increase rather than decrease the
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likelihood of social conﬂicts. In exploring this critique, Salih organizes his
argument around three ‘‘blind spots’’, which inform the theory and practice of the liberal peace in Africa: the entrenched tensions between liberalism and democracy in transition countries; the privileging of the liberal
over the social; and the manner in which politics has been rendered subservient to the market.
Ian Taylor’s chapter (‘‘Earth calling the liberals: Locating the political
culture of Sierra Leone as the terrain for ‘reform’ ’’) offers a rigorous critique of liberal peacebuilding in Sierra Leone that provides lessons for a
broader range of cases. He argues that peacebuilding in that country is
based upon fundamentally misguided assumptions about the nature of
politics and culture there, and is therefore unlikely to help generate sustainable institutions of governance that are accepted by local stakeholders. In particular, Taylor contends that the empirical state in Sierra
Leone does not conform to the Western liberal Weberian model. The rational bureaucratic state, which is taken as the framework for what
should be constructed in Sierra Leone as part of the liberal peace project,
is hugely problematic. Many of the accepted features of a democratic
state are simply not present in Sierra Leone, even though the country’s
elites have long been adept at appropriating external guarantees for
their ‘‘state’’. At the same time, ‘‘alternative’’ formulations of the state
in Africa, which may emphasize informal structures and activities outside
of the ‘‘normal’’ functions of the state, are also somewhat problematic.
In sum, Taylor concludes that an examination of the political culture of
Sierra Leone suggests that the liberal peace has little chance of success
in that country and perhaps elsewhere.
Astri Suhrke and Kaja Borchgrevink (‘‘Afghanistan: Justice sector reform’’) examine liberal peacebuilding in another country that has proved
to be very challenging. Focusing on the justice sector in Afghanistan,
they consider why reform has been so problematic and explore the manner in which this has involved negotiating multiple legal traditions. Their
chapter observes that the period since the 2001 intervention has exposed
the conﬂictual aspects of justice sector reform. Western donors were the
principal architects of the design for the new order in matters of law as
well as other public policy areas, and the emphasis was on reform rather
than reconstruction. To support this agenda, the donors assigned numerous advisers to Afghan government institutions and provided practically
all the required funding even after the Afghans were formally in charge
of the process.
Previous legal reforms in the country were characterized by negotiation among diverse legal traditions. In contrast, Western assistance has
made little effort to engage with Islamic law and has undertaken only
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limited consultation with Afghans. This process has emphasized the division between Islamic law and Western statutory law rather than the
potential for accommodation and integration. This suggests that peacebuilding efforts in this area have been insufﬁciently sensitive to local traditions and needs (and that Muslim countries would have been a more
appropriate source of aid). In addition, Suhrke and Borchgrevink’s conclusions point to the importance of the informal justice system. The attempt of the Western coalition to win hearts and minds with military
force, development and the provision of justice in the Western legal tradition is on shaky foundations.
Vesna Bojicic-Dzelilovic’s contribution (‘‘Peacebuilding in BosniaHerzegovina: Reﬂections on the development–democracy link’’) explores the nature and prospects of peacebuilding in that country.
Bojicic-Dzelilovic observes that Bosnia is peaceful, its economy is growing and there is regular, orderly change of government. However, she
identiﬁes problems in the ‘‘democracy–development–peace’’ nexus. The
development of the market economy and democracy, the two main components of the liberal peace concept, has been pursued through a set of
reforms centred around economic and political liberalization. The implication is that economic liberalization is essential for the development of a
successful market economy, which, by improving general welfare and the
economic well-being of the public, will encourage political moderation
and contribute to democratic politics, thereby fostering peace. However,
Bojicic-Dzelilovic argues that the narrow understanding of development
within the liberal peace concept, which puts a premium on economic
growth, is fundamentally ill suited to a post-conﬂict economic, political
and institutional context. It produces socially polarizing growth, feeds insecurity and stymies political participation around interest-based politics,
making its expected positive impact on democracy and peacebuilding
questionable. This, she argues, is the reason for the mixed record of
peacebuilding in Bosnia-Herzegovina, and in particular its political stagnation. Poverty and social exclusion have been a strong deterrent to
citizen participation and this has obstructed progress in the development of democratic politics as a guarantee of sustained peace. The problematic nature of ‘‘peace’’ in Bosnia is also illustrated by the apparent
need for an ongoing international presence to guarantee security in the
country.
The case of Bosnia-Herzegovina shows how the interplay between
neo-liberal economic reforms and the shortcomings of formal democracy
creates a ‘‘perpetual transition’’ characterized by unstable, socially divisive developmental patterns and low-level democracy that are damaging to peace. Amongst her conclusions, Bojicic-Dzelilovic argues that
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policies aimed at poverty alleviation and employment could boost interest and involvement in democratic deliberation, as well as strengthen the
legitimacy of the state and the economy, both of which have been undermined by the policies of liberalization and deregulation.
Caroline Hughes’ study of Timor-Leste (‘‘ ‘We just take what they
offer’: Community empowerment in post-war Timor-Leste’’) illustrates
how peacebuilding there has met with resistance locally and with demands for ‘‘Timorization’’. The foreign presence was seen as overbearing
and heavy handed; its expense and competence as well as its actual policies were questioned locally. However, when large-scale rioting broke
out in the capital city of Dili in 2006, causing breakdown within the security forces, large-scale displacement of the urban population and the resignation of the prime minister, many commentators suggested that the
United Nations had departed the scene too early – that Timorization
should have been resisted in favour of a longer period of socialization to
liberal norms, in the context of a continued international presence.
Hughes’ chapter suggests that this criticism of ‘‘Timorization’’ and early
departure is based upon a ﬂawed understanding of the causes of the
2006 violence and a tendency by peacebuilding circles to assume that
post-conﬂict societies are dysfunctional. This assumption of local dysfunctionality allows problems in post-conﬂict development to be routinely ascribed to local frailties and failures, exculpating international
policy or action from any share of the blame.
Rajesh Venugopal’s chapter (‘‘The making of Sri Lanka’s post-conﬂict
economic package and the failure of the 2001–2004 peace process’’)
focuses upon a country that is rarely explored within the liberal peacebuilding debate because it has not hosted major international peace operations. Nevertheless, this chapter demonstrates that the debate can and
should be applied to a wider range of cases and that countries that have
not experienced conventional international peacebuilding operations still
offer vital lessons. Venugopal explores the role of domestic actors and
the international donor community in the evolution of Sri Lanka’s postconﬂict economic package of 2001–2004 and argues that the inappropriateness of this economic package was a crucial element in the overall failure of the peace process. The inﬂuence of powerful domestic lobby
groups combined with the policy advice of international donors helped
to tether the peace agenda to an aggressive programme of market reforms. The government felt that the market reform agenda would spur
rapid economic growth and buy support for the peace process, but it
ended up doing the opposite. Consequently, the relatively narrow constituency of opposition to the peace process swelled in size and beneﬁted
from the support gained from those who opposed the government’s eco-
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nomic policies. As Venugopal observes, many elements of the case discussed in this chapter have a clear resonance with the growing critique
of the liberal peacebuilding agenda, and particularly the argument that
has identiﬁed an inherent contradiction between its political and economic dimensions.
Jason Franks also explores a case not commonly discussed within the
liberal peacebuilding debate (‘‘Beware of liberal peacebuilders bearing
gifts: The deviancy of liberal peace in Palestine and Israel’’). In this context, a critical reading of liberal state-building processes suggests that a
virtual liberal state is the most likely outcome (at best), held together in
the precarious circumstances of negative peace through the tradition of
realist power politics and conﬂict management techniques that consist of
sociopolitical inclusion and exclusion, divisions, walls and security.
Franks claims that, despite the lofty ambitions of liberal peacebuilding
to create an emancipated Kantian liberal state and population, the liberal
peacebuilding process (unwittingly or otherwise) often results in illiberal
division, separation and the paradoxical contravention of the actual principles that liberal peacebuilding attempts to introduce – namely, democracy, human rights, the rule of law and liberal economics. The reasons for
this lie not just with the peace process per se, but with the liberal model
employed to achieve sustainable peace. Franks argues that liberal peace
is not necessarily failing in Palestine but that the current problems with
the ongoing peace process are the natural effects of the progress and implementation of the liberal peace framework, which is a ﬂawed process.
In other words, the liberal peacebuilding process is on track to achieve
the aim of the liberal peace model, but it is the model itself that is problematic in this context.
Marie-Joëlle Zahar also explores the liberal peace debate with reference to a case that is not generally included in discussions about peace
operations (‘‘Liberal interventions, illiberal outcomes: The United Nations, Western powers and Lebanon’’). She situates liberal interventions
– notably French and US foreign policy and UN Security Council Resolutions on Lebanon – in the broader context of Western involvement in
the post-conﬂict reconstruction of the country. Her chapter, written in
the context of a crisis in Lebanon’s modern history, argues that liberal
interventions are to blame in part for a number of illiberal outcomes in
Lebanon. Indeed, she suggests that, on the whole, they have resulted
in a reversal of the limited liberal progress witnessed around the turn
of the century. Sectarian divisions and regional interference – reﬂecting
broader regional conﬂict dynamics – have created a volatile political mix
that only the most sensitive intervention can have a positive impact upon.
Unfortunately, the nature of external involvement has not produced the
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desired results because of the lack of understanding and sensitivity that
characterizes it.
Sorpong Peou’s contribution (‘‘Re-examining liberal peacebuilding in
light of realism and pragmatism: The Cambodian experience’’) argues
that the international community has pursued a liberal agenda with the
aim of transforming Cambodia into a liberal democracy, building and
strengthening the rule of law and establishing a market-based economy.
This liberal agenda has its limits. Cambodia has failed to consolidate the
democratic gains it made after the 1993 national elections organized by
the United Nations. The pursuit of criminal justice has encountered numerous challenges and may not achieve its intended results. Economic
growth rates have been quite high, but the growth engine remains shaky
and has contributed dangerously to a growing gap between the rich and
poor. However, Peou argues that peacebuilding in Cambodia has been
more positive than negative, especially when measured in the context of
negative peace (the absence of violent conﬂict or war). But there are signiﬁcant limitations, which he demonstrates through a number of contradictions. First, liberals assume that political elites competing for power
in post-conﬂict societies share an interest in turning their battleﬁeld into
a ballot-box and are unconcerned about their security, regardless of
whether they lose or win. Second, they assume that peace and democracy
can be strengthened if criminal justice can be implemented. Third, they
assume that market forces offer solutions to political problems. The recent Cambodian experience shows that peacebuilding can be better
achieved if the international community can do more to help consolidate
democratic, legal and socioeconomic gains.
Carlo Nasi (‘‘Revisiting the ‘liberal peace’ thesis applied to Central
America: New insights for and against the Wilsonian approach’’) reﬂects
on the legacy of liberal peacebuilding in Central America and considers the extent to which the liberal idea is at the heart of the problems
encountered in the region in the post-conﬂict period. In turn, he discusses
whether an alternative approach – ‘‘institutions before liberalization’’ –
might offer a better path to the consolidation of peace. Contrary to
the many critical voices in the liberal peacebuilding debate – including
those in this volume – this chapter argues that liberal peacebuilding
has a fairly positive record in the region. Indeed, according to Nasi,
liberal peacebuilding in El Salvador led to better results than the ‘‘institutions before liberalization’’ formula in Guatemala. This does not necessarily mean that the formula of institutions before liberalization is wrong,
but rather that institution-building endeavours succeed only under speciﬁc conditions. Nasi’s chapter reminds us of the importance of individual
case analysis in a debate all too often characterized by sweeping arguments and a lack of ﬁeldwork.
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Theorizing peacebuilding
Very loosely, there are two main schools of thought in the liberal peacebuilding debate, both of which are represented in this volume. One offers
a conventional critique revolving around its effectiveness. According
to this, subjects relating to peacebuilding can be approached in what
might be called a ‘‘problem-solving’’ manner – an approach that takes
prevailing social relationships, and the institutions into which they are organized, as the given and inevitable framework for action. This policyoriented approach attempts to improve the performance of certain actors
within political, legal or practical parameters that are taken as a given
in the ‘‘real world’’. The generation of new policy-relevant insights is the
aim of research through this approach; for example, how to improve coordination amongst actors, how to get peacekeeping troops on the
ground faster, how to improve early warning of conﬂict, how to encourage donors to support peacebuilding projects, how to make reconstruction in the ﬁeld more effective, how to reform the security sector, or
how to achieve greater local ‘‘ownership’’ of the liberal agenda.
The second, more ‘‘critical’’ approach casts doubt on the assumptions
of liberalism and state-building as they are applied across different contexts. This approach raises questions about existing institutions, policy assumptions and the interests they serve, and is ready to challenge these
assumptions.18 This approach debates whether peacebuilding really is
liberal, whether it should be liberal and whether liberal peacebuilding
can be a coherent concept or policy programme in diverse contexts. Underlying this critical approach is the concern that liberal peacebuilding
might have adverse (though perhaps unintended) consequences for politics and for everyday life, or worse that it is a mechanism of hegemony.
This approach questions the assumption, all too often found in the international liberal peacebuilding agenda, that a universal vision of conﬂicted
or post-conﬂict situations is possible. It questions the assumption that
these conﬂicted societies are uniform ‘‘virgin territories’’ onto which liberal ideas can be promoted (or even imposed), despite local differences.
Many of the chapters in this volume revolve around one or other of these
positions, while several defend the underlying orthodoxy of the liberal
peace.
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2
‘‘Liberal’’ peacebuilding debates
Edward Newman

Debates about contemporary peacebuilding have focused on a wide
range of controversies, such as the impact and legitimacy of promoting
liberal democracy and market economics in conﬂict-prone societies, the
nature of the state and state-building in many regions of the developing
world, and broader questions about power, threats to peace and security,
intervention and hegemony in international politics. Renewed interest in
international peacebuilding reﬂects a perennial (though selective and
contingent) concern with the humanitarian impacts of conﬂict and instability, in line with norms relating to human rights and governance. However, this interest – within multilateral organizations, amongst major aid
donors and within the policy establishments of powerful states – more directly reﬂects a signiﬁcant shift in how threats to security are perceived,
and in particular the idea that failed and conﬂict-prone states represent a
threat to international security.
This chapter will explore the challenges, controversies and debates related to peacebuilding and present a typology of different forms of peacebuilding: transformatory, realist and liberal. It considers and welcomes
the emergence of ‘‘critical’’ approaches to the study of peacebuilding
but challenges some of the methods and conclusions found in these approaches. In conclusion, the chapter argues that, although peacebuilding
is often presented – and debated – as a ‘‘liberal’’ exercise aimed at resolving the underlying sources of conﬂict, in reality it tends to be aimed at
containing or repressing conﬂict in the interests of international peace
and stability in general or of particular hegemonic strategic interests, in
New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2
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line with the ‘‘new’’ security agenda. Therefore, international peacebuilding, oriented around the creation of strong states, appears to reﬂect the
legacy of Hobbes rather than, as is generally claimed, Wilson or Kant.

Challenges and debates
What is peacebuilding and how should it be evaluated?
A fundamental debate relating to peacebuilding concerns its very nature: its scope and objectives. How can peacebuilding be measured and
evaluated? What are the benchmarks and criteria for success? Should
peacebuilding be narrowly conceived as post-conﬂict recovery and reconstruction (the conventional model of ‘‘post-conﬂict peacebuilding’’)? Or
should peacebuilding embrace an expansive approach including conﬂict
prevention?
The narrow approach focuses upon stopping armed violence and maintaining a ceaseﬁre within a speciﬁc timeframe. Downs and Stedman, for
example, focus on whether a ceaseﬁre exists in a country at the time
when the peacebuilding operation withdraws.1 In contrast, the broader
approach embraces other criteria, such as a self-sustaining durable peace
or a ‘‘positive’’ peace. Broader approaches involve state-building and institutional objectives, including democracy, development and national
‘‘reconciliation’’. Until recently, rather intuitive deﬁnitions were considered to be adequate: Boutros-Ghali, for example, described peacebuilding as the ‘‘institutionalization of peace’’2 and for Koﬁ Annan it is the
achievement of a ‘‘lasting peace’’.3 However, a deeper consideration of
what is meant by the concept points to important differences amongst actors and individuals involved in peacebuilding activities and debates.
Limited, narrow deﬁnitions of peacebuilding suggest a modest objective
of maintaining a ceaseﬁre. Many scholars – and most practitioners –
advocate this deﬁnition because it is considered to be the most realistic
and feasible. Those who advocate a more ambitious model of peace,
in contrast, argue that in order for ‘‘peace’’ to be meaningful – and to
embrace values of justice and conﬂict resolution – peacebuilding must
address a broader range of activities and goals.
Clearly, deﬁnitions of peacebuilding, and the benchmarks and indicators of success that follow from such deﬁnitions, will determine evaluations of the record and effectiveness of peacebuilding. A narrow, limited
deﬁnition would lead to the conclusion that the international community
had experienced success in many of its peacebuilding projects – such as
Bosnia, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Namibia, Timor-Leste, El Salvador,
Guatemala, Cambodia and Kosovo – whereas a broader, more ambitious
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benchmark for success would lead one to much more modest conclusions
about these and other cases. For example, a limited model of peacebuilding might present a clearly positive assessment of international efforts in
Bosnia since the end of the civil war: the country is stable, it is experiencing economic growth and it is increasingly integrated into many West
European institutions. From a broader, more ambitious approach to
peacebuilding, in contrast, Bosnia is far from a success: the country is
ethnically polarized and sectarian, ‘‘democratic’’ politics mirrors the nationalist agendas of militant parties, and social and economic gaps are
sources of dissatisfaction. There is little consensus amongst the different
communities regarding the causes of the civil war in Bosnia – and thus no
‘‘reconciliation’’ – and it is questionable whether self-sustaining national
institutions would be durable in the absence of external support.
A further debate regarding the deﬁnition of peacebuilding is whether it
should be ‘‘post-conﬂict’’ or have a preventive function. In the landmark
report An Agenda for Peace, Boutros Boutros-Ghali laid the emphasis
upon post-conﬂict peacebuilding: to ‘‘strengthen and solidify peace in order to avoid a relapse into conﬂict’’.4 However, given that most societies
experiencing conﬂict have a history of conﬂict, and that a signiﬁcant number of countries relapse into conﬂict, there appears to be an evolution of
thinking that challenges the sequential distinction between conﬂict prevention, peacekeeping and (post-conﬂict) peacebuilding. Surely in many
of the most challenging peacebuilding cases all three types of activity
occur simultaneously and complement each other. And yet the policy
world, and analysts who prefer a narrow focus, generally favour a ‘‘postconﬂict’’ focus. The background to the establishment of the UN Peacebuilding Commission illustrates this. The Report of the High Level
Panel, which initially recommended the creation of the Peacebuilding
Commission, suggested that its core functions should include identifying
‘‘countries which are under stress and risk sliding towards State collapse’’
and organizing, in partnership with the national government, ‘‘proactive
assistance in preventing that process from developing further.’’5 However, the ﬁnal remit of the Commission prescribed more modest – and
less proactive – ambitions for the new Peacebuilding Commission. The
main purposes of the Commission are thus ‘‘to bring together all the
relevant actors to marshal resources and to advise on and propose
integrated strategies for post-conﬂict peacebuilding and recovery’’.6
A further distinction in terms of evaluating peacebuilding and considering whether its objectives have been achieved concerns peacebuilding
indicators. Again, opinions are divided. Some analysts – in particular
those involved in peacebuilding policy and those with a positivist academic background – adopt tangible, sometimes quantiﬁable, targets and
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benchmarks, such as numbers of refugees resettled or repatriated, demobilization and disarmament targets, employment indicators, nutrition and
health ﬁgures, and economic development. The tangible benchmarking
approach is popular in policy circles because it allows the identiﬁcation
of clear targets and provides the means for assessing progress towards
the accomplishment of these goals. Donor agencies obviously premise
their work, and their continued support, on the basis of measurable ‘‘results’’ which ﬁt into their programmatic budget lines. Narrow deﬁnitions
of peacebuilding – such as the successful maintenance of a ceaseﬁre – are
also more conducive to tangible benchmarking approaches. Academics interested in comparative studies of peacebuilding also prefer
tangible and generalizable indicators because these are more amenable
to analysis.7
Other approaches focus primarily upon broader, substantive and often
intangible objectives, such as ‘‘reconciliation’’ and conﬂict resolution.
This is clearly less conducive to measurable assessment, comparison and
benchmarking. It suggests that peacebuilding ‘‘results’’ are sometimes
subjective, are context speciﬁc and may be difﬁcult to assess. Followers
of this approach resist quantitative benchmarking approaches to measuring peacebuilding, arguing that this imposes formulaic thinking and
‘‘universal blueprints’’, which neglect local conditions and promote – or
impose – external agendas.

Peacebuilding, state-building and nation-building
Much analysis now associates peacebuilding with state-building (or even
conﬂates the two concepts) and this raises fundamental controversies. In
the worst cases of state failure and civil war, international peacebuilding
activities have included the building or rebuilding of institutions of governance, politics and economics. Many commentators – especially from
security studies and policy backgrounds – have described peacebuilding
activities as state- or nation-building. The RAND Beginner’s Guide to
Nation-Building describes nation-building as a broad effort ‘‘to promote
political and economic reforms with the objective of transforming a
society emerging from conﬂict into one at peace with itself and its
neighbors’’.8 The RAND study puts this activity into the following
sectors: security, humanitarian relief, governance, economic stabilization,
democratization and development.
The ‘‘nation-building’’ approach is controversial for a number of reasons. First, the idea of external actors being involved in the construction
of a ‘‘nation’’ is contrary to most empirical and theoretical understanding
of what a nation is and how it emerges. Most accounts would suggest that
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nations are the product of social, cultural, historical and political factors
that coalesce around local identities. The idea of international nationbuilding seems a contradiction in terms, and nation-building as peacebuilding seems like a historical aberration; historically, nation-building
was often achieved through widespread armed violence.
State-building appears to be conceptually more viable, since it rests
upon more objective meanings, in particular the (re)construction of institutions of governance, service delivery and control of territory and borders, and achieving the capacity for regular participation in international
norms of interaction. The conﬂation of the ideas of peacebuilding and
state-building is still problematic, however. The consolidation of viable
domestic states historically has taken generations. Moreover, there are
sensitive normative and ethical questions at stake. If peacebuilding is
state-building, which (or whose) vision of the state is being used? In practice, the assumption has been for institutions that resemble the Western
secular notion of the ‘‘state’’ – based upon liberal values – which is not
something that is unquestionably accepted in all contexts as legitimate
or appropriate (see below). Indeed, the perception of many critical observers is that peacebuilding is a hegemonic realist agenda aimed at
containing conﬂicts, which are seen as systemic deﬁciencies, and statebuilding is at the core of this. It involves the construction of manageable
and familiar institutions. Other critical voices view the state-building
component of peacebuilding as a thinly disguised attempt to modernize
and thus ‘‘civilize’’ dysfunctional ‘‘third world’’ countries that are incapable of developing viable indigenous forms of cohesion.

Sequencing challenges
A major peacebuilding debate concerns whether it is sensible to prioritize certain peacebuilding challenges above others, and if it is in practice
necessary for certain peacebuilding objectives to be achieved as a prerequisite to others. There is a case for suggesting that public security is
necessary before elections are held, for example, because a safe and secure environment is necessary for political campaigning and free and fair
elections. Elections in unstable and volatile circumstances may distort the
views of the electorate. This also therefore suggests that disarmament
and demobilization should be achieved before elections are held; the failure to achieve this in Angola in 1992 contributed to the catastrophe there
that followed the elections. There is also a case for achieving economic
stabilization, employment and poverty alleviation before liberalization,
in particular in conﬂict-prone societies where social and economic deprivation – and especially horizontal inequalities – were a feature of the
conﬂict. In addition, securing natural resources – or even prohibiting
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their exploitation, as in Liberia – during the peacebuilding phase is sometimes advocated when the illegal exploitation of lootable resources was
a key driving force of the conﬂict. Some of these issues are reﬂected in
Paris’s argument for achieving stable institutions before democracy and
economic liberalization (‘‘institutions before liberalization’’).9
Much of the sequencing rationale seems sensible and is uncontroversial. However, it is not entirely without contention. A key part of the liberal peacebuilding debate concerns the pace at which elections and
the free market should be introduced in conﬂict-prone societies. Public
security would seem to be a necessary, but not a sufﬁcient, condition for
successful elections. Ill-timed or poorly designed elections in delicate
political situations can be hazardous. They can exacerbate existing tensions, result in support for extremists or encourage patterns of voting
that reﬂect war-time allegiances, as in Bosnia. But even in volatile circumstances, an imperfect electoral process can have a positive impact.
Elections are a step towards democracy and form a milestone in the
post-conﬂict transition. They strengthen the sense of ‘‘ownership’’
amongst the public concerning the country’s political destiny. Elections
can also help to marginalize extremists, because many political actors –
including some militant groups – participate in the political process and
turn away from violence.
In the economic and social realm, the sequencing debate has similarly
not been simple. In principle, the idea of welfare targets and poverty alleviation is increasingly recognized, but many analysts argue that these
can be generated only by a successful market transformation that produces a self-sustaining free economy and the capital necessary for a viable
public sector. According to this, a certain amount of social hardship – for
a section of society – may therefore be unavoidable for eventual economic recovery. And yet hardship and economic inequality can create
social grievances that translate into political extremism and obstruct
longer-term peacebuilding objectives. Similarly, although the securing of
lootable natural resources appears to be uncontroversial, there is a similar conundrum. Poor post-conﬂict societies desperately need revenue to
meet welfare needs, to stimulate the economy and to build viable institutions. In many cases, natural resources – especially in underdeveloped
countries that rely upon the export of primary commodities – are the
only assets available to stimulate recovery. For this reason a paradox
has emerged in situations such as Liberia, where UN sanctions continued
for some years after the end of open conﬂict in 2003. Although the prohibition on trading in diamonds from and through that country was accepted in the aftermath of the war, local feeling was that the prohibition
was unnecessarily protracted, depriving the country of the resources
needed for recovery.
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The light and heavy international footprint
A light-footprint approach implies minimal external involvement and an
emphasis upon the local formulation and implementation of peacebuilding strategies. This is intended to encourage local responsibility and
capacity-building from the outset of the peacebuilding operation, and in
theory results in the emergence of sustainable national institutions more
quickly than if a major international presence exists, as well as in a
greater sense of local ownership. A light-footprint approach is also more
geared to recognizing and drawing upon local institutions of governance
and authority. However, a light approach can allow potential recalcitrant
factions or spoilers to remain, as in Afghanistan. Moreover, an emphasis
upon indigenous institutions and local ‘‘ownership’’ can achieve the wrong
sort of results if the indigenous structures and institutions are abusive,
factionalized or weak. ‘‘Local’’ institutions are not necessarily legitimate.
In contrast, a heavy footprint involves a major international involvement, which can help to remove remaining hold-outs, spoilers and recalcitrant power centres and provide a stronger sense of stability. Kosovo is
an example. However, international involvement can result in a culture
of dependency and a lack of local ownership, where institutions are not
organic and thus not durable when the internationals leave. Chandler argues that the result can be phantom states ‘‘whose governing institutions
may have extensive external resourcing but lack social or political legitimacy’’.10 According to Richmond, this is accompanied by a ‘‘virtual
peace’’.11 A heavy-footprint approach can also produce local opposition
against the perceived ‘‘neo-colonial’’ interference and control – something felt in Timor-Leste during the UN administration – and the negative effects of a large international presence, including price inﬂation
and corruption.

Peace and stability at all costs?
One of the most sensitive issues that confronts peacebuilding, especially
in the immediate aftermath of armed conﬂict, concerns the trade-offs that
are sometimes necessary. Should stability be achieved at all costs, even if
it offers impunity to – or even empowers – war criminals and warlords?
Should the illicit activities of the ‘‘war economy’’, which often continue
after the end of open conﬂict, be tolerated in order to win the support
of powerful actors? Should former warring parties or war criminals be
‘‘legitimized’’ by ‘‘recognizing’’ them in negotiating forums or in powersharing governance mechanisms? How should spoilers be dealt with:
through engagement or exclusion?
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It is clear that some peace agreements have – ofﬁcially or unofﬁcially –
involved compromising with powerful local elites or warlords in order to
win their cooperation, for obvious reasons. This has involved impunity
for past human rights abuses, the inclusion of warring factions in powersharing agreements and the toleration of illegal economic activities. The
presence of former – and indeed current – warlords in Afghanistan’s parliament and government is a good example. The Afghanistan parliament
passed a bill in 2007 that provides an amnesty for acts (including human
rights abuses) committed during the civil wars in that country. Human
Rights Watch claimed in 2005 that a signiﬁcant number of parliamentary
candidates and defence ministry advisers were directly or indirectly connected to current and past human rights abuses.12 Abdul Rashid Dostum,
a well-known warlord for decades who retains signiﬁcant military forces,
acts as a ‘‘presidential adviser’’ in what is clearly an exercise to buy his
cooperation. Many warlords are involved in the cultivation of opium –
which has increased since the Taliban were forced from power – and this
was seen as the immediate cost of gaining their support. With Kabul’s –
and President Karzai’s – hold on power being tenuous, there is a wellfounded fear that any attempt to confront warlords and impose the rule
of law from Kabul would jeopardize the shaky stability that exists in
the country. Simultaneously, however, this ongoing sense of impunity
and the implicit rule of the gun are a challenge to the rule of law and a
centralized, unitary state. These harsh realities would seem to make a
mockery of operational benchmarks.

Combining assistance with coercion
The situation in Afghanistan is not characteristic of the broader experiences of peacebuilding because of its scale and the armed intervention
that preceded it. It is thus a fairly rare example of ‘‘post-conquest peacebuilding’’. Yet Afghanistan presents an instance of a broader phenomenon that is found in many more peacebuilding operations: the
combination of assistance and coercion. The donor community is involved in providing assistance in the areas of security, development, humanitarian assistance, governance and the rule of law, but, because the
peace is not consolidated and physical threats remain in many cases, assistance is provided against a backdrop of enforcement. Although many
people and actors accept the need for this, the use of coercion – especially when seen to be excessive – can arouse doubts amongst local stakeholders about the legitimacy of the international presence overall. The
use of force against ‘‘spoilers’’ in Afghanistan and the exclusion of ‘‘extremists’’ from political ofﬁce in Bosnia – and the manner in which this
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has been done – have been a source of local grievance. Certainly, when
coercion takes the form of resisting violent challenges – such as the resurgent Taliban in Afghanistan – this is generally accepted. However, the
collateral impact of this struggle – the widespread detention of suspects,
house raids and lack of local consultation – has threatened support by
parts of the local population and raised questions about the modalities
of peacebuilding assistance. In other cases – such as Bosnia and Kosovo,
where international ofﬁcials have taken decisions in all areas of public
policy and government – the element of coercion is less explicit but
the appearance has sometimes been that local actors are not allowed
to challenge the peacebuilding agenda and ‘‘alternative’’ voices are not
welcome.

Partition
Partition – in terms of the physical separation of communities – is a further issue that has arisen in a few cases. Should partition – ‘‘hard’’ or
‘‘soft’’ – between different communities form a part of the peacebuilding
agenda? In principle, peacebuilding traditions based upon peace studies
and conﬂict resolution have resisted the idea of the partition of different
communities. From these perspectives, partition appears to be defeatist.
It reﬂects an admission, and a formalization, that different communities
are unable to live together, that reconciliation or a resolution of differences is impossible and that physical security can come only from physical separation. From a realist perspective, however, partition has more
readily been an option for consideration in order to contain, if not resolve, differences. In Bosnia, the various conﬂict resolution attempts, the
Dayton agreement, the peacekeeping operations and the diverse peacebuilding activities have all accepted the ‘‘reality’’ of separate Serb, Croat
and Bosnian Muslim communities. The Dayton agreement was premised
upon a territorial separation and this policy was endorsed by internationally sponsored elections held shortly after the end of the war. Some critical voices have argued that the peacebuilding process itself promoted this
partition, largely in the interests of achieving stability and containing conﬂict; conﬂict resolution and reconciliation have clearly taken second
place.
A similar debate relates to Iraq. Joseph and O’Hanlon argue that the
idea of a unitary multicultural country, ruled from Baghdad, is unlikely
to be viable; the country is already divided on sectarian and ethnic lines.
So soft partition would involve the Iraqi people dividing the country into
three main regions, with the help of the international community. The
alternative would be full-scale civil war. Thus, ‘‘It should be the goal of
policy makers to avoid such a calamity by trying to manage the ethnic re-
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location process, if it becomes unstoppable, rather than allow terrorists
and militias to use violence to drive this process to its grim, logical conclusion.’’13 In Kosovo, the soft partition became formalized by a declaration of independence in 2008, endorsed by many Western countries.
Despite the peculiarities of that case, and the interests involved, it clearly
sends out a message about the use of partition for containing conﬂict.
Most obviously, in other conﬂicts characterized by geographical, sectarian differences, Kosovo provides a lesson that will appeal to sectarian
extremists. This lesson may not necessarily be destabilizing (as some
observers claim), but it is certainly not a demonstration of conﬂict resolution and accommodation. Moreover, it clearly has negative, and
potentially destabilizing, implications for minorities within ‘‘new majorities’’ and the danger of ever more ‘‘ethnic security dilemmas’’, for example the remaining Serbs in Kosovo after the latter’s declaration of
independence.

Suspending sovereignty
According to some analysts, states in situations of civil war or state failure may lose the capacity to exercise de facto sovereignty. Therefore,
sovereignty – and norms such as non-interference – should no longer be
considered absolute while the international community addresses security challenges in a given territory, and until the institutions of statehood
are working effectively and the country can meet its sovereign rights and
responsibilities. This draws upon a long-running debate about the evolving nature of state sovereignty. Civil war and state failure are not new,
and neither is the questionable nature of state sovereignty in some cases;
the legal institution of sovereignty as a norm has been protected since the
end of the Second World War for various reasons. There were many occasions when sovereignty was violated or the institutions of sovereignty
were meaningless, but the institution was maintained.14 Jackson described the ‘‘negative sovereignty game’’ in which the international community upheld the norm of external legal sovereignty even when it was
obvious countries were unable to maintain any substantive meaning of
the concept.15 However, the fragile basis of such states is becoming increasing exposed. The negative security game is under strain as the repercussions of state weakness and civil war pose security challenges
regionally or even globally and their humanitarian consequences become
increasingly unacceptable in the context of twenty-ﬁrst-century norms.
For some scholars, the implications of weak and failed states for
conﬂict prevention, peacekeeping and peacebuilding mean questioning the institution of sovereignty in some regions of the world, for both
humanitarian and strategic reasons. Krasner argues that the rules of
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conventional sovereignty ‘‘no longer work, and their inadequacies have
had deleterious consequences for the strong as well as the weak. The policy tools that powerful and well-governed states have available to ‘ﬁx’
badly governed or collapsed states . . . are inadequate.’’16 Keohane comes
to some similar conclusions: ‘‘classical notions of sovereignty provide a
poor basis for policy with respect to post-intervention political decisions
in troubled societies.’’17 Sovereignty should therefore be ‘‘unbundled’’
into its different components, and those components that are not viable
should be reconsidered.
According to this thinking, contemporary conﬂict realities – characterized by civil war and state failure – demand forms of peacebuilding and
stabilization that involve a de facto or de jure suspension of sovereignty,
and this is in fact informally occurring in practice. International administrations – such as existed in Cambodia, Bosnia, Timor-Leste, Eastern Slavonia and Kosovo – represent the most substantive and intrusive type of
intervention aimed at resolving conﬂict, promoting stability and facilitating peacebuilding. International ofﬁcials have been involved in a wide
range of activities in these societies, providing services and taking responsibility for policy traditionally reserved for the sovereign state and
government. The extent of the activities being conducted by international
actors in such situations has meant that international actors, such as the
United Nations or the European Union, have taken control of certain
sovereign roles. De facto suspension of sovereignty (partially as ‘‘shared
sovereignty’’ or as neo-trusteeships) is arguably already occurring. This is
clearly taking peacebuilding into the post-Westphalian world, suggesting
that not all states are viable, that sovereignty is conditional upon states
meeting certain responsibilities and standards of governance, and that
conditions inside states have an impact upon international peace and
security.
The political sensitivities and challenges inherent in this are obvious: a
suspension of sovereignty conﬂicts with the internationally recognized
human right of self-determination and the legal norm of sovereignty.
Politically, the idea would be highly sensitive (indeed, offensive) in the
developing world, since developing countries are most likely to experience intervention. The idea suggests a pretext for intervention and neoimperialism by powerful states, allowing them to judge if a state has
‘‘failed’’ or is no longer able to meet the ‘‘responsibilities of sovereignty’’.
In turn, the concept could extend beyond the peacekeeping/peacebuilding policy area more generally, allowing powerful states to challenge the
sovereignty of states in an abusive manner. If trusteeships involve statebuilding, this implies an external input into state-building, assuming a
standardization of the ‘‘institutions’’ of the state (Western, liberal) that
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may not be sustainable or legitimate. It therefore violates the communitarian norm that such institutions must, and can only, come from within.
Even if the legal and political sensitivities could be addressed, shared or
conditional sovereignty in the form of an international administration is
very expensive, requiring an enormous commitment of resources. It
would therefore be dependent upon the most powerful states. Is there
any indication that they would be willing to support such a system as a
general model when it is not seen to be in their immediate interest?
There is no reason to think that the international administration model,
or any form of shared sovereignty or neo-trusteeship, will be formalized
as a coherent system.
Aside from the obvious cases of de facto or de jure suspension of sovereignty in exceptional cases of transitional authority, some authors claim
that the weakening of local sovereignty is a general feature of international peacebuilding.18 According to this argument, the coercive nature
of peacebuilding policies and the conditional nature of assistance result
in a signiﬁcant denigration of national sovereignty, often in subtle ways.

Top-down and bottom-up approaches to peacebuilding
Peacebuilding in many contexts reﬂects a tension between top-down and
bottom-up approaches (although in practice the top-down approach is
transcendent). Top-down approaches are characterized as a realist exercise aimed at achieving security and stability, based upon negotiations
with local power holders. This approach engages with the facts on the
ground and with the local brokers of power, who inevitably played a
leading role in conﬂict. The rationale for this, of course, is that the cooperation of such elites is essential in order to achieve and sustain peace
and stability; any peacebuilding strategy that neglected this reality would
be unsustainable.
Bottom-up approaches emphasize attention to – if not necessarily
resolving – the sources of conﬂict and facilitating accommodation between previously conﬂicting communities. This involves engagement
with civil society actors and a more community-focused approach that
cultivates moderate peace leaders. Kaldor describes this as a ‘‘cosmopolitan’’ approach, ‘‘a positive political vision, embracing tolerance, multiculturalism, civility and democracy’’.19 Peacebuilding processes must
therefore seek opportunities to restore ‘‘legitimate political authority’’
and the input of progressive, non-sectarian voices from below, to encourage the ‘‘islands of civility’’ amongst reasonable people so that they can
talk and make compromises. Advocates of bottom-up peacebuilding are
inevitably critical of top-down approaches, claiming that they merely
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perpetuate an unjust ‘‘negative’’ peace. Balancing top-down and bottomup approaches involves recognizing the realities of power and aspiring to
cosmopolitan aspirations and a positive peace.

Controversies
Cox famously made a distinction between critical and problem-solving
approaches to social science. Problem-solving approaches take prevailing
social relationships, and the institutions into which they are organized, as
the given and inevitable framework for action. They accept the assumptions that underpin existing policy and focus upon optimum effectiveness
and performance. Critical approaches, in contrast, question how institutions emerge and are maintained, and do not accept existing policy parameters as a given or as necessarily legitimate.20 A critical approach
questions – and if necessary challenges – prevailing structures of power
and power relations, prevailing discourses or ways of thinking, and the
interests they serve. Indeed, a critical approach interrogates the institutions, and our understanding, of ‘‘reality’’.
Scholarship on peace operations has generally, until recently, been of a
problem-solving nature – preoccupied with coordination, effectiveness
and sequencing – and it has often been observed that this scholarship
has been under-theorized.21 However, some recent scholarship has
adopted a more critical approach, drawing upon critical and international
relations theory. A critical approach to peacebuilding raises questions
about existing policy assumptions concerning, for example, the market,
democracy, governance, capacity-building and modernization. This has
encouraged new controversies and debates that question the relationship
between the peacebuilding community and ‘‘local’’ actors, explore the interests served by peacebuilding, and question the values upon which
peacebuilding tends to be based. This approach even interrogates the
meaning of ‘‘peace’’.22 According to this, peacebuilding is clearly not
neutral; it reﬂects ideological values and serves certain interests. Bellamy
and Williams go as far as to suggest that ‘‘contemporary peacebuilding
operations have developed a range of uncomfortable similarities with
earlier structures of Western imperialism . . . it is usually the interests,
values and priorities of the interveners, not those of the victims, that
shape contemporary peace operations’’.23
But, in addition to new and more ‘‘critical’’ ways of looking at peace
operations, controversies are also stimulated by the ‘‘real world’’ impacts
of these operations, which are qualitatively more complex and substantive than classical peacekeeping operations.
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The liberal peacebuilding conundrum
According to Marshall and Cole: ‘‘Consistent with the decline in major
armed conﬂicts has been the continuing increase in the number and consolidation of democratic regimes, rising to ninety-four at the end of
2007 . . . The end of the Cold War ushered in an era of globalization that
is, for the ﬁrst time, governed predominantly by democratic regimes; this
marks a watershed moment in modern human history and the beginning
of a new world order.’’24 The liberal peace hypothesis is a corollary of
the ‘‘democratic peace theory’’. This is the empirical proposition that
consolidated democracies do not go to war with each other because democracies have institutional constraints upon leaders that make going to
war with other countries more difﬁcult; and, because such countries are
interdependent economically and in terms of trade, going to war may disrupt economic/trade relations.
There has been a great deal of debate about – and challenges to –
the democratic peace theory, focusing on the deﬁnition of ‘‘war’’ and
‘‘democracy’’ and the manner in which democratic countries have been
aggressive to non-democratic countries. Nevertheless, the democratic
peace theory enjoys strong support. The liberal peace proposition considers the domestic realm of the democratic peace thesis: that liberal democracy and free market economics make countries more peaceful
domestically. Liberal peacebuilding is premised upon the idea that democracy and a free economy encourage people to resolve and express
their differences peacefully and that this is the best foundation for development and accountable governance. Certainly, there is an empirical correlation between consolidated democracies and stable peaceful societies.
However, the core assumptions of liberal peacebuilding have increasingly been challenged, with some analysts suggesting that liberal economics and democracy can contribute to instability and exacerbate conﬂict. A
signiﬁcant amount of research suggests that transitional societies – moving towards democracy – may be more likely to experience civil conﬂict,
especially in poor and divided societies. The Political Instability Task
Force, after conducting a large-scale analysis of conﬂict from 1955 to
2003, came to the conclusion that, in terms of statistical correlation, the
risk of conﬂict is highest not among democracies or authoritarian states
but in partial democracies or transitional states, especially when factionalism is present (which is typical in new democracies, ‘‘where party systems are weak and political participation is more likely to ﬂow through
networks rooted in traditional identities or other parochial interests’’25).
The authors suggest that ‘‘by far the worst situation in terms of risks of
instability [was] for a political landscape that combined deeply polarized
or factionalized competition with open contestation. The combination of
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a winner-take-all, parochial approach to politics with opportunities to
compete for control of central state authority represents a powder keg
for political crisis.’’26 Many other studies have also found that states that
are in the process of democratizing are vulnerable to armed conﬂict.27
This argument rests upon a conjunction of a number of vulnerabilities,
such as heterogeneity, social inequality, weak state capacity and poor
standards of human rights, in which the liberalization of the political system acts as a catalyst for volatility and polarization. In particular, democratization in such situations can encourage politicians to campaign on
sectarian grounds, including ethnicity, tribal afﬁliation and religion. In
volatile or post-conﬂict societies, elections can exacerbate societal differences, and when a victorious political group is dominated by members
of an exclusive identity group this can create insecurities amongst communities outside this group. Democratization – as with any transitional
situation – may also threaten the interests of certain elites, who will resist
the prospect of losing privileges. There is also the argument that liberalizing or democratizing societies that contain other vulnerability factors
can experience conﬂict as the government opens the door to (competing)
demands that cannot be met and to unfulﬁlled expectations, resulting in
militant opposition. The momentum of public mobilization created by the
partial democratization, and the frustration encountered as a result of unfulﬁlled demands, can be transformed into violence. Mansﬁeld and
Snyder thus argue that ‘‘the early stages of transitions to electoral politics
have often been rife with violence’’.28
According to these opinions, the promotion of democracy may not
always work in favour of peacebuilding because democratization can be
destabilizing in conﬂict-prone and divided societies. As Paris has observed, ‘‘the process of political and economic liberalization is inherently
tumultuous: It can exacerbate social tensions and undermine the prospects for stable peace in the fragile conditions that typically exist in countries just emerging from civil war.’’29 Mansﬁeld and Snyder concur:
‘‘Pushing countries too soon into competitive electoral politics not only
risks stoking war, sectarianism and terrorism, but it also makes the future
consolidation of democracy more difﬁcult.’’30
There appears to be evidence to support some of these claims. Elections held in Bosnia shortly after the Dayton peace settlement were won
by nationalist parties representing the three main ethnic groups. Over a
decade after this ‘‘ethnic census’’, this sectarian pattern remains in political afﬁliations. Elections held in Iraq in the context of extreme volatility
and divisions similarly reﬂected (and perhaps encouraged) the polarized
sectarian nature of the conﬂicted society. The 1993 elections in Burundi
similarly intensiﬁed ethnic polarization and played a role in the ensuing instability and violence because they exacerbated an atmosphere of
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divisive political competition in a tense environment. Ahmedou OuldAbdallah served as the UN Secretary-General’s special representative
for Burundi between 1993 and 1995. He reﬂected that ‘‘majority rule
simply could not be sustained given the realities of Burundi’s political
and security situation’’, and ‘‘in many African countries the introduction
of democracy should be allied with a ten- to twenty-year transitional
period of constitutional power sharing. Democratic habits and traditions
are not formed overnight.’’31
The liberal economic peacebuilding agenda has also attracted criticism.
This agenda emphasizes cutting public expenditure, privatization and ﬁscal constraint. The privatization of peacebuilding itself is an illustration
of the prevailing approaches. There is ample evidence that this marketization is unhelpful in volatile conﬂict-prone societies, which have been
characterized by inequality and social grievances. Contrary to a liberal
economic approach, the evidence suggests that the emphasis should be
upon poverty alleviation and employment generation, which means public spending. There is thus an internal contradiction to liberal peacebuilding: peacebuilding implies the strengthening (or (re-)construction) of the
state, yet the liberal economic/social policies that are promoted arguably
undermine the state. Bellamy suggests that ‘‘[c]ritical approaches demand an interrogation of whether dominant approaches to peace operations, guided as they are by liberal ideology, contribute to the promotion
of human security’’.32 In this sense, neo-liberal peacebuilding may be a
more apt description of the contemporary peacebuilding agenda.
The liberal peacebuilding controversy has two dimensions. First, it relates to the question of sequencing and the argument that liberalization
can be appropriate for and contribute to peacebuilding as long as the
necessary prerequisites are in place. Paris, for example, argues that institutions are required to provide the parameters needed for peaceful political and economic competition: ‘‘institutions before liberalization’’. He
does not reject the fundamental idea of liberal peacebuilding. Mansﬁeld
and Snyder similarly suggest the need to ‘‘establish the preconditions of
democracy in the right sequence’’.33 Other scholars have claimed, using
case comparison and in deﬁance of universal generalizations, that differences in leadership, institutional choice and economic structure have
explained why some democratic experiments are successful whereas
others degenerate.34 Nevertheless, the potential appropriateness of liberal peacebuilding is essentially accepted.
Secondly, more critical voices have questioned whether liberal
democracy – premised upon secular authority, centralization, individual
representation – and liberal economics are fundamentally applicable in a
universal sense. According to this argument, the liberal project is a departure from traditional institutions, including family, clan and religious
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authority. Parekh, for example, has argued that ‘‘the liberal principle of
individuation and other liberal ideas are culturally and historically
speciﬁc. As such a political system based on them cannot claim universal
validity.’’35 Building liberal democracy may therefore require deep
changes in society and challenges to the status quo, a process that can
attract resistance and charges of ethnocentrism. This process is controversial because it has been viewed as the promotion or imposition of an
external, hegemonic agenda aimed at integrating peripheral areas into
global norms of politics and economics.

The universal liberal blueprint
A core problem of contemporary peacebuilding is its tendency to be formulaic, top-down and ethnocentric. There appears to be a failure to recognize and address traditional institutions and forms of authority, and a
presumption of uniform or ‘‘virgin’’ territory in the areas in which peacebuilding occurs. A 2008 unpublished discussion paper generated for the
UN Peacebuilding Support Ofﬁce aims at ‘‘developing a common UN
system methodology for measuring peace consolidation within a country’’, using quantitative and qualitative indicators of operational success.
The idea of ‘‘concrete, measurable, and time-bound benchmarks and indicators’’ for peacebuilding – based upon standardized targets that are
generally applicable – certainly facilitates the identiﬁcation of targets
and an evaluation of progress. But this suggests that peacebuilding reﬂects externally conceived models of how ‘‘peace’’ should be characterized and judged. It is donor driven.
The international peacebuilding community – especially the UN – likes
to approach peacebuilding as a fundamentally practical challenge.
Indeed, it is an application of Cox’s problem-solving approach in policy
terms, focusing on issues of coordination and sequencing. It would appear that the peacebuilding community – again, especially the UN – is attempting to ‘‘de-politicize’’ peacebuilding and present it as a technical
task, the idea that ‘‘Western states and international institutions . . . reinterpret economic, social and political problems in other parts of the
world as questions which are largely amenable to technical administrative
solutions’’.36 The implication is that peacebuilding assistance is essentially value-free and that it does not represent important choices and interests. There are beneﬁts to this – the idea of capacity-building for
national actors and technical assistance avoids controversy and projects
the idea of local ownership – but the apolitical model of peacebuilding
may miss the reality. The reality of peacebuilding is that it is essentially
political: in terms of local political culture and the balance of power
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amongst elites, and in terms of international politics relating to the interests of powerful states whose support is essential for the success of peacebuilding. In these circumstances – over which UN staff members have
little control – it is questionable whether it is possible to benchmark, to
have timetabled objectives or even to develop a truly coherent doctrine.
Again, critical approaches, borrowing from critical security studies,
strongly reject the technical assumptions of peacebuilding. Some authors
see a more sinister agenda at work. Dufﬁeld has argued that this represents ‘‘metropolitan monitoring, intervention and regulation unprecedented since the colonial period’’ in order to constrain the negative
impact of global market failures.37
In addition to failing to engage with the political realities on the
ground – and thus raising questions of effectiveness – the formulaic
approach has also contributed to concerns about the interests served by
peacebuilding and the manner in which peacebuilding activities are designed. According to this critical reading, the efforts to de-politicize
peacebuilding are an attempt to suppress unwelcome debate about the
implications of these activities and a pretext for marginalizing local
voices when they offer resistance to peacebuilding policies.

Peacebuilding as modernization
Insofar as peacebuilding now involves the (re)construction of state institutions and the promotion of liberal practices, it can be viewed as a form
of modernization in the developing world. According to Chandler, these
practices ‘‘constitute highly invasive forms of external regulation’’.38 As
a means of building peaceful, stable societies, peacebuilding promotes
‘‘democracy’’, secular forms of citizenship in relation to a centralized
state, and the integration of national economies into global institutions
that privilege industrial forms of production above traditional economic
practices. Although this has long been accepted in the developed world,
it is not universally accepted as the only path to the consolidation of
peace, and it is potentially not congruent with indigenous forms of political and societal authority. Moreover, in this context, there is a danger
that state-building may undermine traditional indigenous authority structures; and, if the new centralized agendas fail to take root, instability and
conﬂict can ensue (as in Timor-Leste in 2006). There are also clearly
communitarian challenges to international norms of peace, especially
when they are in tension with local custom. For example, in just one
area of peacebuilding, international norms relating to ‘‘transitional justice’’ suggest that accountability for past human rights abuse is essential
for the rule of law and effective human rights protection. Although this is
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increasingly accepted, international norms of what ‘‘justice’’ entails arguably ignore traditional forms of justice and reconciliation, and in effect
limit the scope for local solutions.
There are also other pathologies. From a modernizing perspective,
there is a danger that peacebuilding becomes embroiled with – and exacerbates – the competition between tradition and modernization. Secular, liberal politics is encouraged in peacebuilding; ethnic, regional and
religious politics is discouraged. Is this feasible and legitimate? Can
it challenge traditional authority structures, with destabilizing consequences? In Afghanistan, it is clear that the peacebuilding process has
become entangled in exactly these sorts of struggles. According to critical
voices, resistance to such regulation and modernization is overcome
through ‘‘mechanisms of domination and control’’ so that peacebuilding
as state-building is in effect a form of ‘‘empire in denial’’.39

The dark side of peacebuilding
Peacebuilding, especially when it involves large multifaceted operations,
provides opportunities for political inﬂuence and resources. This can exacerbate competition amongst local elites for political power and remuneration. When aid and assistance are not distributed carefully this can
also contribute to the perception of horizontal inequalities and grievances, which can exacerbate instability.40 A perverse consequence of
this theory is that ‘‘improving conditions, if regarded as being unfairly
shared, can give rise to conﬂict’’.41 Aid is not neutral, and can potentially create conﬂict. Whilst the peacebuilding community is conscious
of this – conﬂict-sensitive development strategies are in place in Liberia,
for example – there are many examples where aid and assistance created
problems rather than solved them (as in Sri Lanka).
Humanitarianism and donor aid can clearly also contribute to corruption, distort the local economy and salaries, and create a ‘‘dual economy’’
and inﬂation, contributing to social divisions and inequality. There is also
substantial evidence of sexual abuse and corruption on the part of international staff and peacekeepers.42 It remains debatable whether this is
conceptually signiﬁcant, although some scholars have argued that this is
a manifestation of domination and control.43

Evaluating the critical approaches
It has been observed that scholarship on peacekeeping and peacebuilding has traditionally been under-theorized and uncritically ‘‘problemsolving’’ in its theoretical orientation.44 In recent years – and partly as
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a response to this descriptive tradition – a welcome development in
scholarship on peacebuilding has been for more theoretically critical
approaches, which seek to expose the pathologies associated with contemporary peace operations and explain the relationship between peacebuilding and broader debates about world order and legitimacy. In this
sense, peacebuilding is increasingly framed with reference to debates in
international relations theory and critical security studies. This has made
the study of peace operations conceptually richer and more attractive for
students and scholars alike.
Critical scholarship of peacebuilding provides a much-needed theoretical stimulus to this area of study and broadens the appeal of scholarship
on peace operations. It also allows this area of study to beneﬁt from debates in critical security studies and international relations. However, if
scholarship on peace operations has traditionally been under-theorized,
it is now in some circles possibly over-theorized. Popular ‘‘critical’’ approaches seem preoccupied with problematizing peacebuilding with interpretations that are interesting but at heart unsubstantiated or even
conjecture. The critical approach to peacebuilding suffers from the analytical weakness of meta-theorizing. Much of it approaches the subject
with pre-formulated critiques that sound compelling but are substantively
questionable.
First, critical approaches attach too much signiﬁcance and importance
to the impact of peacebuilding in conﬂict-prone societies. Richmond argues that peace operations are designed and conducted as a part of the
remaking of world order. He asks ‘‘what the implications of peace operations for global and local order are’’.45 Chandler suggests that ‘‘statebuilding practices constitute highly invasive forms of external regulation’’
and that the ‘‘informal relations of domination’’ are in fact more invasive
than nineteenth-century forms of empire.46 Mark Dufﬁeld argues that
peacebuilding activities represent ‘‘metropolitan monitoring, intervention
and regulation unprecedented since the colonial period’’ in order to constrain the negative impact of global market failures.47
This seems to signiﬁcantly exaggerate the extent to which peacebuilding actors seek or are able to transform states and societies. The critical
objective of considering – and perhaps problematizing – how peace operations reﬂect broader forces, conﬂicts and processes of international politics is useful, but it is highly questionable whether peacebuilding has
such a momentous impact on these societies, for good or ill. Woodhouse
and Ramsbotham ask: ‘‘what is the potential to empower UN peacekeeping as a force for inclusive reconstructive peacebuilding? How can
it contribute to the emergence of a cosmopolitan order based on universal principles that confer both legitimacy and effectiveness?’’48 This appears to be an unreasonably ambitious starting-point to consider the
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signiﬁcance of peace operations, almost meant to set up a critique. Apart
from a limited number of operations where a large international presence
has existed, these operations are not so extensive in their operation and
impact.
Secondly, some of the critical peacebuilding literature appears to assume that peacebuilding operations are all dominated by a single coherent hegemonic agenda. However, it is difﬁcult to accept that there is a
(single) ‘‘philosophy underpinning contemporary peace operations’’, as
some of the critical literature implies.49 Some literature talks about
peacebuilding as if it is a monolithic enterprise. But the different actors
involved – the United Nations Development Programme, UNICEF,
the World Bank, for example – reﬂect different interests, approaches
and values. In line with this, the critical approaches appear to allow for
no agency on the part of peacebuilders, assuming they are all a part of a
global conspiracy.
Thirdly, some analysts now believe that a ‘‘critical’’ approach means
taking nothing at face value and problematizing everything. Bellamy, for
example, suggests that ‘‘there are no common criteria by which to evaluate the success or failure of peace operations because such judgments are
framed by actors’ beliefs about the appropriate role for peace operations
in global politics’’.50 Surely the ending of armed conﬂict, improvements
in welfare and improvements in human rights protection are indicators
of ‘‘success’’?
Fourthly, some of the critical arguments appear to defy obvious evidence. Critical approaches suggest that peacebuilding serves speciﬁc interests, or that it is a tool for powerful states to transform developing
countries into vassals to serve hegemonic needs. But the reality is that
powerful states have been reluctant to engage in peacebuilding. If peacebuilding operations serve global capitalism, why have powerful states
been so unwilling to commit to them? Why has the United States often
been uninterested in the fortunes of the United Nations – a central
peacebuilding actor – rather than using it for this purpose?

Conclusion
There appear to be three competing ideal-type visions of peacebuilding
reﬂected in debates and the activities of contemporary peacebuilding. Elements of these ideal-types can be seen in most major peacebuilding operations, although no single operation necessarily reﬂects one
of these models. At the same time, these peacebuilding models reﬂect
competing pressures and interests.
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Transformatory peacebuilding
Transformatory peacebuilding emphasizes the resolution of conﬂict,
which may include addressing underlying sources of violence. This
approach is premised upon the assumption that durable peace and stability rest upon the achievement of positive peace and giving free expression to local voices, desires and forms of politics. Transformatory
peacebuilding is built upon bottom-up community initiatives and engages
with local institutions, customs and norms. It also accommodates pressures for social change as a part of resolving the root causes of conﬂict
and addressing human security needs. Transformatory peacebuilding
promotes social justice and accountability for past human rights abuses.
For these reasons, in the academic world at least, transformatory approaches come closest to advocating emancipation as an objective of
peacebuilding and conﬂict resolution. This approach to peacebuilding
in theory does not reﬂect a universalizing vision – in contrast to liberal
approaches – and is more likely to be context oriented and centred
around community needs. Although order and stability are recognized
as a core function of peace, they are not unquestioningly accepted. In
particular, the facts on the ground – the balance of power and the interests of elites – are not accepted as the only foundation upon which to
base peacebuilding.
Advocates of transformatory peacebuilding are generally critical of
mainstream peacebuilding policies because the latter are primarily oriented towards containing – not resolving – conﬂict and as a result they
engage with only the most powerful actors on the ground. As a result,
genuinely peaceful civil society actors are marginalized and militant actors are endorsed or even empowered. Advocates of transformatory approaches also reject the negative, defeatist premise of mainstream
approaches, which seem to have given up on the potential for truly progressive changes. Transformatory approaches respect different peacebuilding forms and processes relating to politics, economics, justice and
governance, even if they do not conform to the formulaic liberal model.
Two challenges to the transformatory approach are obvious. It privileges – perhaps romanticizes – the ‘‘local’’ without a mechanism to decide
which local practices are constructive, and it makes arbitrary decisions
about which ‘‘local’’ practices are ‘‘acceptable’’. Kaldor, for example,
presents a cosmopolitan approach to peacebuilding that embraces grassroots aspirations, yet in Bosnia she acknowledges the limitations of this
and the value of a strong external input: ‘‘the alternative to a strong international protectorate is nationalist partition and perhaps renewed
warfare.’’51 The transformatory approach to peacebuilding also neglects
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the reality and signiﬁcance of power, at both the local and international
levels.

Realist peacebuilding
Realist peacebuilding entails containing or repressing conﬂict in the interests of international peace and stability in general or particular hegemonic interests. Although it may use the language of peace, this approach
is primarily concerned with international systemic stability and addressing the international threats to security inherent in civil war and state
failure. It does not necessarily seek to resolve underlying sources of conﬂict; advocates of this approach are sceptical of international efforts to
achieve societal change. Realist peacebuilding recognizes power as the
‘‘facts on the ground’’ and therefore engages with local power holders as
the key to achieving peace and stability. In keeping with this, realist
peacebuilding prioritizes the (re)construction of strong states – rather
than open, participatory governance or social transformation – as the
means of containing conﬂict and promoting stability. Justice, welfare
and the resolution of the underlying sources of conﬂict (although usually
desirable) are pursued only insofar as they are relevant to maintaining
stability.
The points of tension between realist and transformatory peacebuilding are obvious. Realist peacebuilding prioritizes order and stability, irrespective of the values served by these. It discourages the free ﬂow of
competing agendas and argues that it is impossible to accommodate all
interests, so a strong state is necessary to arbitrate between claims and
enforce order. It therefore is a Hobbesian vision of the state applied
to peacebuilding, emphasizing the state and order. In line with the realist
international outlook, the priority is preventing or containing threats to
international security and to the strategic interests of major states – such
as terrorism, illegal war economies, refugee ﬂows, market disruptions –
that emanate from situations of civil war and state failure. As such, this
is systemic realism; but in practice, because order and stability are more
likely to contain conﬂict, this form of peacebuilding supports the powerful local elites that are most likely to deliver a Hobbesian strong state.
Realist peacebuilding reﬂects the Western preoccupation with the
‘‘new’’ threats to international peace and security seen in situations of
civil war and state failure, resulting in a securitization of the development
and peacebuilding agendas. According to this, ‘‘[a] deconstruction of the
role of peace support operations suggests that they sustain a particular
order of world politics that privileges the rich and powerful states in their
efforts to control or isolate unruly parts of the world’’.52
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Liberal peacebuilding
Liberal peacebuilding reﬂects two strands: (i) Wilsonian and (ii) hegemonic neo-liberal approaches. Wilsonian liberal peacebuilding is the classical model of liberalism based upon the promotion of procedural
democracy and market economics as a means of building peace and stability within and between states. As suggested above, this rests on the
idea that consolidated market democracies are the most stable and safest;
undemocratic societies that do not enjoy human rights, accountable governance or economic choices are more likely to experience conﬂict. Liberal peacebuilding is therefore premised upon the idea that democracy
and free economics allow people to resolve and express their differences
peacefully, to fulﬁl their aspirations and thus generally to be content, and
allow governments to be accountable and responsive to people’s needs
and wishes. Liberal peacebuilding, although top-down in organization,
reﬂects the belief that the welfare and human needs of individuals are
truly relevant to peace inside and between states. It is not based upon coercion, because it is assumed that people everywhere, given the right conditions, will embrace liberalism.
Hegemonic neo-liberal peacebuilding reﬂects a similar belief in economic and political liberalism. However, it is different in fundamental
ways from the Wilsonian model. Hegemonic neo-liberal peacebuilding
involves the top-down promotion (or imposition) of political and economic values that conform to the interests pursued by leading international actors. It is primarily focused on avoiding market disruptions that
would require systemic adjustments and on serving the needs of global
market actors rather than individuals in conﬂict-prone societies. Indeed,
this approach is systemic rather than individual, and so in some ways not
truly liberal. It is neo-liberal in orientation, but it does not genuinely prioritize human welfare as the primary vehicle for peace and stability. In
effect, this is therefore in some ways another form of containment. Hegemonic peacebuilding is part of the machinery necessary to prop up a
dysfunctional international system and to manage the conﬂict produced
by globalization, structural adjustment and social inequality. It is necessary to contain the repercussions of this conﬂict and mitigate the ‘‘awkward’’ humanitarian impacts generated by civil war. Peacebuilding is
therefore a tool of global capitalism: ‘‘riot control directed against the
unruly parts of the world to uphold the liberal peace’’.53 In line with
this, hegemonic neo-liberal peacebuilding does not promote a genuinely
open political discourse; indeed, this is suppressed and discouraged.
Chandler suggests that this is a reﬂection of the hegemonic power relations that characterize international politics: ‘‘What appears formally to
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be a relationship between two contracting partners is in effect a product
of the hierarchy of power.’’54
Where bottom-up initiatives and civil society engagement are undertaken, this is seen as a means of legitimizing external control: giving the
appearance of local ‘‘ownership’’ and consultation, which is in reality superﬁcial, a means of marginalizing opposition and another form of control or ‘‘bottom-up conditionality’’.55 This also has the effect of ensuring
that international donors and those involved in peacebuilding are not
held accountable.
There may be legitimate arguments for placing an emphasis on different peacebuilding objectives. Transformatory peacebuilding may be virtuous, but it is also highly ambitious. It neglects the interests of powerful
actors whose support is necessary for successful international peacebuilding. In reality, therefore, contemporary peacebuilding is characterized
more by realist and liberal – of the hegemonic variety – rather than transformatory or Wilsonian liberal approaches.
The emergence of critical approaches to peacebuilding has provided a
welcome opportunity to consider the signiﬁcance of peacebuilding for
international politics; or, rather, to consider what peacebuilding tells us
about the nature of international politics. This represents a real step beyond the problem-solving approaches that dominated the study of UN
peace operations for decades. However, evidence from the era of liberal
peacebuilding – since the end of the Cold War – suggests that debates
and criticism of contemporary peacebuilding should be differentiated
more. It is difﬁcult to accept that there is a (single) ‘‘philosophy underpinning contemporary peace operations’’, as some of the critical literature implies.56 Undifferentiated criticism of peacebuilding neglects the
distinctions that exist between different approaches. This criticism of
peacebuilding is essentially directed against the realist and hegemonic
neo-liberal varieties, not true liberal approaches. A critique of the liberal
peace from the perspective of humanitarian intervention, for example, is
surely to stretch the liberal peace concept.57 Indeed, it is questionable
whether contemporary peacebuilding genuinely conforms to the true
Wilsonian idealism, which should not be characterized as hegemonic and
coercive. Therefore, criticism of ‘‘liberal’’ peacebuilding is not entirely
persuasive when the facets of peacebuilding that are being criticized are
not truly liberal.
Much of the interest in and support for peacebuilding is the result of
the shifting perception of threats to international security, and in particular the construction of conﬂict-prone and weak states as the transcendent
threat. Different peacebuilding visions and impulses reﬂect the tensions
inherent in international politics and the global structures of power, and
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in changing security thinking. The liberal impulse exists – especially
amongst individuals working within peacebuilding operations – but the
realist/hegemonic approaches are more likely to result. The challenges
and controversies inherent in recent experiences of peacebuilding have
led some to call for a form of ‘‘social contract’’ in the relationships between international peacebuilders and ‘‘local’’ stakeholders. However,
to the extent that peacebuilding is a reﬂection of the priorities, interests
and inﬂuence of powerful international actors, it is questionable whether
such a contract would be meaningful.
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3
Beyond liberal peace?
Responses to ‘‘backsliding’’
Oliver P. Richmond

The ﬂaws in the contemporary liberal peacebuilding project are gradually
becoming more apparent. This requires a discussion of possible responses
to these ﬂaws, which is surely one of the most important debates about
peacebuilding currently taking place. The familiar orthodoxy of liberal
peacebuilding depends upon transplanting and exporting conditionality
and dependency in order to cement a social contract between populations, their governments and the state, on which rests a legitimate and
consensual liberal peace. This mix of institutional regulation and liberal
freedoms constitutes liberal peace as ‘‘peace-as-governance’’, whereby
peace is seen by academics and policymakers alike as arising from establishing the institutions necessary for the permanent, liberal, governance
of society, economy and politics.
Yet, what often emerges is a hybrid form of the liberal peace, subject
to powerful local critiques, sometimes resistance, and to the perception
that international peacebuilding is failing to live up to expectations.
Often these dynamics have occurred as a result of the insertion of neoliberal strategies into the liberalization process. This undermines the
attempt to build a social contract institutionalized via state–society consent, and replaces it with a reiterated class system.1 This in effect restates
Polyani’s fear that elites tend to counter democratic moves towards welfarism where they can.2 The problems this raises are ampliﬁed in postconﬂict and development settings, as is the case with most peacebuilding
operations today. In Kantian terms, the problems that the liberal peace
has faced, and the crisis that it is now in, can be termed ‘‘backsliding’’.
New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2
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This refers to both a physical deterioration of peace during a peacebuilding process, or a retreat from the liberal peace framework itself on the
part of international and local actors. It has been particularly notable
that liberal peacebuilding has not been able to build united polities from
territorial fragments in Kosovo, Bosnia, Afghanistan, Iraq, Sri Lanka,
and even Northern Ireland, where some or all of its elements are in
development.
This indicates a need for a reform of the liberal model for peace, or to
establish a capacity for it to coexist with other alternatives, or to replace
it. Given that the last option is currently very much a long-term project,
this chapter works on the assumption that the ﬁrst two are plausible responses. The evidence indicates that a signiﬁcant modiﬁcation of the relationship of liberal peacebuilding with its subjects is required, and this
cannot but have a substantive effect on the liberal peace paradigm itself
(and particularly on the universal certainties it rests on). If peacebuilding
is to move beyond the modernist claims and failings of the neo-liberal
state (which appears to have co-opted it) towards the goal of building a
stable polity that provides for everyday life, creates a social contract and
rests on institutional empathy and civil emancipation, the rationalizing and reductionist machinery of peacebuilding-as-statebuilding must
reform its engagement with its subjects. If it is to move towards a transformative and social form of peacebuilding (alluded to in Newman’s
previous chapter) it must recognize the inter-subjective nature of the relationship between the projectors and recipients of the rapidly hybridizing liberal peace. Contrary to the claims of Newman’s conclusion, a
social contract between peacebuilders and local communities and individuals is implicit in this, even if difﬁcult to achieve. This chapter examines a
range of issues inherent in the liberal peacebuilding paradigm, some
causes of ‘‘backsliding’’ and what might be done about them in terms of
using peacebuilding to create a new social contract and to arrive at what I
speculate may well be a ‘‘liberal–local hybrid’’ form of peace.3

Governance and the liberal peace
Many of the debates about peace appear to justify the longevity of the
liberal-realist model of peace in international relations theory, rather
than to challenge it.4 This validates the standard approach to thinking
about peace, which is shared across much of the orthodoxy of international relations theory. This version depends upon the regulation and
freedoms offered by a liberal peace and hinges on the mechanism of
‘‘governance’’, as can be seen in post-conﬂict zones from Cambodia to
Timor-Leste and even Afghanistan.5 The liberal peace encompasses
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these debates through a reliance on the establishment of internationally
monitored or controlled sites of power – ofﬁcials, states, elites and donors
– whose role it is to construct regulatory frameworks for the governance
of politics, economics and society.6 For realists, this can be found in the
balance of power system, in which dominant states offset each other’s
power and interests, so producing stability in the international system
(though this exists alongside fear, militarism and the national interest).
For idealists, functionalists, internationalists and associated liberals, international institutions and organizations play a similar role, though,
rather than fear being a central mechanism of the balance of power, the
institutional system of hierarchical regulation is based upon mutual cooperation. A liberal governance system is consequently established to
embed such norms and ﬂows of cooperation. Constructivists, English
School theorists, cosmopolitans and communitarians, and critical theorists concur with this but emphasize the differing importance of boundaries, sovereignty, subjective issues such as identity and the key role of
sub-state issues and actors.7 Again, institutions as well as private actors
are tasked with policing the regimes and governance patterns at this
level. Thus, the liberal peace establishes modes of governance in the key
political, economic and social issue areas that are claimed to be universal
and are assumed to have been consented to a priori by all, while maintaining degrees of sovereignty.
From a methodological perspective, an understanding of peace based
upon orthodox debates in international relations focuses upon states and
the institutions of governance. The individual and group perspectives of
peace are overlooked, creating ‘‘empty states’’ and a ‘‘virtual peace’’8 in
which inhabitants may have rights, but they are unenforceable and
undermined by a lack of opportunities. These are controlled by ofﬁcials
and elites. International relations theory prioritizes research methods designed to access the ‘‘international’’ (i.e. diplomats, elites, ofﬁcials, institutions, militaries and their strategies) so there is little wonder that these
oversights occur. The liberal peace results in institutions and frameworks
but does not directly affect the individual, in the short to medium term at
least. This is because the liberal peace is transferred by force, coercion,
conditionality or dependency by outsiders. Even in cases where the liberal peace has been consensually installed the picture is still problematic.
The ethos of liberal society is individualism in the context of universal
institutions, but one of its key weaknesses has been that such institutions take on a life of their own. They become disconnected from their
contractual subjects and prey to co-option by elites or the technocratic
decision-making processes of distant external actors. In a liberal peacebuilding context, this problem is accentuated because its focus on building a state necessitates top-down activities. Post-conﬂict polities and
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states exaggerate the ﬂaws of the liberal system from whence they are
transferred – and also point to partition or secession and to violence as
plausible modes of opposition.
In effect, peace-as-governance became the post–Cold War objective
and liberal norm in conﬂict zones around the world. Conﬂicts provided
an opportunity for an epistemic community of states, donors, agencies,
international ﬁnancial institutions and non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) to intervene to direct these reforms according to the general
peacebuilding consensus. Governance is both a key tool and a key objective in this theoretical and policy concurrence on the liberal peace.
Governance reform reﬂects the liberal mode for the redistribution of
power, prestige and ‘‘rules and rights embodied in the system’’ led by a
hegemonic actor.9 Thus, the balance of power, hegemony and constitutionalism10 converge in the liberal peace, allowing for enforcement,11
hegemonic governance or coercive domination,12 a sustainable order,13
and agreed constitutional rights and limitations.14 This produces a hybrid
where realism offers a peace existing in a basic level of order and liberal
approaches offer a complex process that constructs a much more ambitious universal form of peace. The liberal peace that has replaced the
Cold War is an institutionalized peace-as-governance, run by dominant
actors such as the United States, the United Nations and the World
Bank.
The multilevel and multidimensional liberal governance framework is,
of course, hierarchical, and it is open to co-option by its dominant sponsors and donors, as it has often now been accused of. But perhaps just as
signiﬁcantly, and as with the Kosovan project for statehood, local actors
also have considerable agency to insert their own agendas into the project, especially if they can ﬁnd support amongst the international community. Many liberal peacebuilding operations are based upon high levels of
local consent, at least initially, though this often dissipates as expectations of social justice are not met. Thus, although the liberal governance
framework signiﬁcantly advances the notion of peace, it still encompasses
major exclusions, based upon the workings of its economy, its cultural
and identity assumptions and the capacity of hegemons to undermine
some of its processes. In particular, the tendency towards the incorporation of a neo-liberal economic system has undermined many of the beneﬁts that the liberal peace offered in its earlier, post-war, welfarist version.
In addition, where the liberal peace is imposed externally in conﬂict or
post-conﬂict zones, it tends towards a neo-colonial, or at best trusteeship,
form of peace. Finally, it tends to construct a form of peace bounded by
territorial sovereignty, therefore re-creating states.
Foucault’s critique is apt: we ‘‘live in an era of ‘governmentality’ ’’15
in which peace is produced by sovereign governments, states and their
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institutions operating in a traditional top-down manner. Non-state, nonofﬁcial forms of governance have also become important at the civil society level in constructing the liberal peace through a form of biopower,16
in which actors are empowered and enabled to intervene in the most private aspects of human life as their contribution to the development of the
liberal peace. Liberal governance is driven by dominant states and their
institutions, and its direction, represented as neutral, objective and benevolent for the most part, is at the same time often also accused of in
effect maintaining insidious practices of intervention in host and recipient
communities.17 It equates good governance with equitable development
and neo-liberal economic policy and political reform, and results in a relationship of conditionality between its agents and recipients.18
Dufﬁeld has shown how liberal systems of global governance are used
to create the liberal peace and to ‘‘transform the dysfunctional and waraffected societies that it encounters on its borders’’.19 Of course, in practice, there is little evidence that the peace imagined in this concurrence of
theory and policy is able to emerge without major external support and
signiﬁcant local consent. The models of the paciﬁcation of Europe and
Japan through state-building do not (contrary to popular opinion) corroborate the hypothesis that collapsed states or territorial conﬂicts can
be addressed by the liberal peace model universally. This should not be
taken to conﬁrm the mainstream theoretical position that the liberal
peace is universal and transferable. The various formulations of liberalinternationalist, liberal-institutionalist debates, directly linked to the
realist–idealist axis, describe an evolution of governance regimes inherent within the liberal peace,20 clearly laid out in UN documentation.21
The thinking these documents imply is that, whereas the ofﬁcial international actors focus on building the state as a vehicle for governance,
the liberal peace requires deep intervention into the social, economic
and governmental institutions of that state in order to create a sustainable domestic or local peace. Behind these NGO, agency or institutionally fronted interventions lies the ﬁnancial and ideological presence
of liberal states, and the process is driven in particular by neo-liberal
approaches to economic reform. This raises the possibility that what
is increasingly important is that post-conﬂict states manage their economies in a way that provides jobs and economic resources and a free market in a globalized setting, perhaps even at the expensive of democracy,
human and minority rights and a rule of law. This, of course, occurs
as part of the regulative post–Cold War peace, in which local consent
and the liberal peace are juxtaposed.22 So liberal peace reproduces a virtual peace resting on ‘‘cold institutions’’ lacking empathy, care and the
capacity for emancipation – an orthodox institutional form of peace-asgovernance.
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Because the liberal peace has been developed as a universal framework, it depends upon institutional mechanisms for transferral. At best,
these are derived from the UN system and with local consent, though of
course, even in this context, this rests upon an assertion of expert knowledge over the local and indigenous (perhaps most infamously in the context of the World Bank).23 The tendency has been to imbue such
exchanges with conditionalities (both ‘‘negative’’ and ‘‘positive’’) to
achieve the objectives of peacebuilders, in the expectation that in the
long term the ‘‘greatest good’’ would be achieved. Limited evidence is
available to assess this though, of course, the more limited the objectives
claimed, the more it can be sensibly said that peacebuilding and statebuilding have made important contributions, as in Bosnia or Kosovo.
The difﬁculty is that such parsimony does not necessarily represent a
self-sustaining peace or the achievement of a broader social good. In
some cases, coercion has been resorted to, also leading to resistance on
the ground (as in Afghanistan, Timor-Leste or Kosovo). All of this has
to navigate around the inducement of dependency amongst local actors;
yet, again, experience has shown that, where international actors withdraw or ‘‘draw-down’’, stagnation or collapse ensues, as at different times
in Cambodia, Bosnia and Timor-Leste.24 What tends to survive these
complex issues is a focus on institutions, both their transferral in terms
of efﬁciency and local governance in terms of local ownership as a priority. Much of the problem-solving literature (mainly from Western-trained
scholars and policymakers) represents these tendencies.25

Backsliding: Emerging problems with the liberal peace
The liberal peace offers a blueprint and process for stabilizing postconﬂict societies. Yet it has shown a marked propensity for backsliding.
In cases including Cambodia, the Middle East, Sri Lanka, Lebanon,
Kosovo, Bosnia and Timor-Leste, direct or indirect attempts have been
made through donor conditionality, arrangements with the World Bank,
or diplomatic and strategic relations to instil democratization, pluralism,
the rule of law, human rights and neo-liberal forms of marketization.
Broad agreement on these terms is normally apparent amongst peacebuilders, which I have previously described as a weak ‘‘peacebuilding
consensus’’ about the liberal peace,26 and local actors often nominally
join this consensus. Yet, in comparative work in a number of cases, research indicates that, despite the construction of liberal conditionality
and institutions, little changes in the discursive political frameworks in
post-conﬂict settings. Nationalists in Bosnia still threaten the unity of
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post-Dayton Bosnia and few reforms have been internalized. In Kosovo,
ethnic violence is a regular occurrence and ethnic difference looks set to
be the basis for the state that will emerge from the recent declaration of
independence. In Timor-Leste, political and socioeconomic problems led
to the complete collapse of the liberal state in 2006, four years after the
United Nations withdrew and independence was achieved. Recent moves
in Timor-Leste have seen welfare and cultural issues placed at the forefront of political debate (and a concurrent stabilization).27 The liberalinternational ‘‘bubble’’ in Afghanistan barely covers all of Kabul. In
many of these cases, a ‘‘draw-down’’ is currently taking place, but there
is little indication that what has been achieved is self-sustainable.28
Kant was clear that his perpetual peace system would not advance progressively, but would be subject to attacks, obstacles and problems, both
internally and externally. It is also important to note that Kant believed
that his system needed to be able to conduct peaceful relations with nonliberal others and should not be used as an excuse for hegemonic practices or wars with such others. It should not become a basis for new and
exclusionary practices, as Macmillan argues, against non-liberal others.29
Any hope of developing a broader peace in these terms therefore requires a broader engagement than is often projected by theorists of the
democratic peace – in other words, more liberalism, not a reversion to
illiberalism in the hope it will avert any ‘‘backsliding’’. Thus, Kantian approaches to peace required a focus not just on democracy and trade but
also on the broader root causes of conﬂict, including welfare and culture.30 In this way, Kant was not merely a pillar of his establishment but
actually sought to unsettle the comfortable assumptions that his own
thinking might lead to, though he also extended Rousseau’s thinking on
peace by favouring democracy.31 So, extending this line of thought, backsliding for Kant was more than just a structural obstacle; it was also representative of the failure of the putative ‘‘liberal’’ polity to encounter the
other in a reﬂexive and pluralist manner, without reverting to coercive
and conditional hegemonic engagement. Kant would not have wanted to
see the democratic peace argument, for example, become a reason for
colonialism or imperialism redux, as Jahn has shown.32 Backsliding is as
much about post-conﬂict polities failing to achieve and maintain liberal
standards as it is about a peacebuilding consensus being imposed with
little regard for the ‘‘local’’ and indigenous and, of course, with simplistic
assumptions about the universality and transferability of technical and
contextual solutions for peace. It also points to the need for a move beyond liberalism.
Institutional responses to the problems of liberal peacebuilding often
focus on coordination and efﬁciency in peacebuilding operations, rather
than on the deeper issues that have also appeared. These are as follows.
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As Mann and Snyder have argued, democratization can lead to ethnic
polarization and even genocidal violence.33 Certainly, such polarization
has occurred in Bosnia and Kosovo. Liberal human rights can be culturally inappropriate or contested, as can be seen in cultural settings where
communities, tribes or clans, rather than individuals, are the unit of analysis, as in much of sub-Saharan Africa, the Paciﬁc or Asia.34 The rule of
law can mask inequity and the privatization of state functions at the
expense of the needy, as appears to be the case across all peacebuilding
interventions, where subsistence and unemployment rates rarely improve.35 Civil society building is often subject to ‘‘forum shopping’’ and
an instrumentalist project mentality rather than looking at localized
needs. Development, in its neo-liberal or modernization forms, can marginalize the needy.36 Indeed, because liberal peacebuilding is more or
less always imagined within a liberal and neo-liberal state framework, it
can become an agent of ethnocentric self-determination, nationalism and
a ‘‘bare’’ socioeconomic life because such states cannot compete internationally in an open market and do not have the resources to establish an
economic base. This emergence of bare life for citizens means that the
aspired-to liberal social contract between government and citizen is not
achieved, and, indeed, citizens may choose to move into grey or black
markets, militias or transnational crime.37 These unintended dynamics
are major sources of backsliding and can be observed across a range of
peace operations since the end of the Cold War.
Do these criticisms mean that the liberal peace is a failed project, or is
it merely suffering from stress and can be salvaged? The editors of this
volume disagree signiﬁcantly on this point. Quite clearly it is a top-down
project, promoted by an alliance of liberal, hegemonic actors. The peacebuilding consensus behind it is broad, but the liberal peace project is
under considerable strain because it does not deliver all that it promises
in conﬂict zones. What is more, it is ontologically incoherent, which is reﬂected in its coordination. It offers several different states of being – for a
state-centric world dominated by sovereign constitutional democracies, a
world dominated by institutions, a world in which human rights and selfdetermination are valued. The only way in which this peace system can
be coherent is if it is taken to be hierarchical and regulative, which then
provides the framework in which human rights and self-determination
can be observed. Democracy provides the political system in which
this process is made nationally representative. The trouble with this is
that the individual is subservient to the structure and system, which may
be enabling in some contexts but not in others. Where enforcement
and surveillance are weak, abuses generally follow and are committed
by the elites who control the various systems that make up the liberal
peace.
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This means that the post-conﬂict individual, who is relatively powerless, is required to perform ‘‘liberal peace acts’’, such as voting, paying
taxes, engaging in the free market and expecting rights, in order to keep
the international gaze satisﬁed, but is not to expect that this performance
carries any weight. The liberal peace is easily rendered virtual or hyperreal; the copy does not represent the actual intention of the international
community. Thus the liberal peace becomes a virtual peace, more
strongly associated with conservative forms of liberalism and underpinned by realist theory. In this sense the liberal peace produced by realist and idealist thinking, and even in the contexts of constructivism and
critical theory, is virtual and is constructed primarily for the beneﬁt of the
international community, in the hope that locals will beneﬁt later when it
becomes internalized and the local is ‘converted’. Post-structuralist contributions to international relations theory, which turn this process on its
head and argue for the recognition, contextualization, emancipation and
de-securitization of the individual, fail to offer a way out of this impasse.
Indeed, the mainstream debates have even managed to co-opt aspects of
the post-structural agenda – in particular the requirements for emancipation, empathy and care (but not the recognition of alterity) – into the
mainstream consensus, producing an emancipatory form of liberalism, at
least in rhetorical terms. The international and academic consensus on
the liberal peace across the board has been achieved on the assumption
that its norms and governance frameworks are universal. But this conclusion has been reached only on the basis of a limited consultation, mainly
among the victors of the Second World War. Unfortunately, as is well
known, this conversation has reinforced and favoured the hegemony
of ofﬁcial actors, key states and their organizations, and has resulted in
the relative marginalization of non-state actors, developing states, postcolonial states, individuals, communities and other identity groupings.
This can also be described as a form of orientalism, in which liberal epistemic communities of peacebuilders transfer governance regimes through
a process of conditional funding, training and dependency creation to
more ‘‘primitive’’ recipients in conﬂict zones. This process is supported
by the ideological hegemony of contemporary forms of liberalism, which
are projected through the various mediums of print capitalism as unassailable. They aim to make recipients internalize the liberal peace while
contradictorily gaining agency and autonomy.
There are a number of reasons why this has not worked. First, despite
the fact that the Cold War is over, there is a varying resistance to the different ideological aspects and basic assumptions of this liberal peace.
Though most accept that democratization should be a cornerstone of
political organization, parts of the Middle East, South Asia and subSaharan Africa are led by governments that do not aspire to democracy.
This is not to say that the populations of these regions do not aspire to
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democratic self-determination, but democratic aspirations are very often
closely linked with secessionist aspirations and state creation where identity minorities desire separation in order to avoid minority status. Democratization has been shown regularly to result in only a softening of
feudal or corrupt politics rather than radical reform. Many across the
world aspire to free markets and unfettered trade, but the vast majority
of the populations affected by war and conﬂict are economically disadvantaged because of both war and free trade. Many more see the international political economy as redistributing resources in favour of the
elites that drive the neo-liberal character of the liberal peace, meaning
that neo-liberal economic policies generally disadvantage the already
marginalized. Many resist the neo-liberal development strategies that accompany the liberal peace. Some resist the universal claims of the human
rights rhetoric.
Many traditional elites have adopted what van der Walle has called the
‘‘partial reform syndrome’’,38 in which local elites use the institutions and
dynamics of the liberal peace to their own advantage by literally freeriding on the resources that it provides and by only partially implementing its demands. In this sense, the liberal peace agenda is driven by a
neo-liberal notion of power – money and resources can be used to induce
institutional development and reform in conﬂict zones. Local elites often
use this to camouﬂage the lack of reform.
Much of the critical focus on this liberal version of peace, however, is
on how it concentrates on institutions, ofﬁcialdom and top-down reform,
and thus results in the creation of ‘‘empty states’’ in which citizens are
generally not seen or heard. In fact, there has been a major attempt to
engage with this problem in order to identify and empower isolated and
marginalized groups in post-conﬂict zones, and indeed to provide every
citizen with rights and agency as beﬁts their status in the liberal peace.
Yet, inevitably, this has been a troubled process, far outweighed by the
more traditional assumption that, if one builds institutions ﬁrst, then
every other aspect of the liberal peace will automatically fall into place.
This, of course, means that most energy is expended on the top-down
model of the liberal peace. Some, such as Ignatieff, have called this a
‘‘rough and ready peace’’;39 others, such as Fukuyama, have argued that
this in effect results in the destruction of what little local or indigenous
capacity was already in existence.40 In other words, the liberal peace
agenda is far from uncontested, coherent or proven in practice. It is
marked by local co-option, backsliding and international unease.

Interventions
In order to attain some form of the liberal peace, deep forms of military,
political, social and economic intervention must occur. This intervention
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is legitimated either by consensus between international or local actors or
by the universal claim that liberal peacebuilding brings sustainable peace
for all. Indeed, the emancipatory aspect of liberal peace, which offers
social justice and freedoms, legitimates the move of its orthodox version
to intervene. This reﬂects the liberal social contract, which works to gain
legitimacy for the regulatory institutions of governance required for the
liberal peace (democracy, rule of law, human rights and free market
reform) by offering mainly political rights to individuals as sufﬁcient
enticement for them to join the liberal state project. This works on the
assumption that political rights are more signiﬁcant than material gain
even for individuals in post-conﬂict situations where welfare may be an
issue. It is in this top-down, institutional format that liberal peacebuilding
fails to adequately consider the requirements for a social contract beyond
political rights for grassroots actors. As a result, the legitimacy of the liberal peacebuilding project is often undermined by a lack of consent from
the grassroots. This leads to backsliding because they reject empty institutionalism and a virtual peace. Extending this dynamic indicates not
just a rejection of liberal peacebuilding, but also the possibility of local
attempts to co-opt it or to resist it. A resort to force or ever deeper biopolitical interventionary strategies are often the result. These also represent forms of backsliding. These dynamics can be widely observed in
many peacebuilding engagements, from both ofﬁcials and elites and also
from within civil society and social movements.
As experience has shown from Somalia to Timor-Leste over the past
decade, this sort of backsliding cannot be suppressed by technologies of
intervention and liberal governance, or by the use of force in such circumstances. What needs to be considered by liberal peacebuilders is
how to identify the particular rights and resources that would entice
grassroots actors, elites and individuals to accept the regulatory governance of liberal institutions engendered in the top-down version of the
liberal peace, or how to constitute a social contract acceptable in each
cultural context.

The social contract
The liberal peace is essentially a Western liberal-institutionalist aspiration and local conditions are often a more accurate, though unﬂattering,
representation of the liberal peace and its ambitious but unachievable
claims. This raises questions about whether liberal peace can be built
with non-liberal means. It is well known that the Westphalian state is
subject to major ﬂaws, ranging from excessive concerns with territory,
security and sovereignty – often over the rights and well-being of its
citizens, ethnic majoritarianism and other identity issues undermining
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centralized territorial sovereignty – to a tendency towards self-aggrandizement and fragility. Of course, in cases where a liberal state is being
built, it would be hoped that such ﬂaws would not be repeated in the
new state. At the very least, peacebuilding creates a hybrid, which also
raises the question of the difference between coercion and tolerance
in liberal thinking. Much of the liberal-institutionalist agenda in postconﬂict environments depends on conditionality, and, with populations
unused to a Lockean social contract, it also takes some time for them to
pick up the tools offered by the liberal state’s requirement for a social
contract to create grassroots legitimacy for the institutions of governance.
However, where liberal peacebuilders perpetrate or ‘‘tolerate’’ activities
that are not commensurate with liberal governance, the local social contract is impeded. Sometimes this is with the cooperation of liberal peacebuilders who are motivated by a neo-colonial belief that illiberal
governance can lay the basis for a social contract to develop. They are
empowered to place human security and social justice issues after security and institutions. Yet a liberal social contract necessitates at the very
least a far greater engagement with post-conﬂict individuals (i.e. not only
post-conﬂict states represented by elites) over a longer period of time
than has often been the case.
The liberal peace aims to create a Lockean social contract in which
governance is exchanged for physical, material, social and cultural security and freedoms. So far, the outcome of liberal peacebuilding has been
the creation of governing institutions that fail to bind the citizenry because they have aimed at securing the state and a regional peace. This
illustrates inconsistencies in the sort of social contract envisaged by the
international community, by the local elites and by local citizens. It
also raises questions about what sort of social contract binds the liberal
international community that takes part in peacebuilding.41 The social
contract that emerges from liberal peacebuilding focuses on the development of a neo-liberal franchise; institutional frameworks are not adopted
by local participants, often giving rise to an elitist and ethno-political
peace that does not respect individual rights and needs. This forces it to
become an institutional form of disciplinary liberal governance, which is
another form of contemporary backsliding.

Democracy and liberal institutions
Backsliding is most obviously the shift from an embryonic form of the liberal peace back into violence. This is what Kant meant when he warned
in ‘‘Perpetual Peace’’ about the probability of backsliding, whereby democracy was undermined.42 Local perceptions of structural violence are
also implied by this concept. This has a range of effects: non-compliance
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with liberal-institutional reform, a lack of implementation, corruption, rejection, attempts to renegotiate the peace process away from liberal
norms, a lack of international will and local co-option of the peace process for reasons related to unresolved and ongoing causal factors. This
may actually engender a contestation of the liberal peace’s normative
grounding and universality. This may occur because of too much focus
on the expansion of a centralized state and institutions, and the development of governance based upon this. In particular, neo-liberal ideology
leaves too many vulnerable individuals to fend for themselves, while
making the convenient assumption that liberal institutions will provide
them with sufﬁcient utility to accept their distant governance. Such
dynamics may be causes of backsliding from democracy or, indeed, of
making democracy irrelevant in some post-conﬂict states. This raises
questions about whether democracy could be built with non-democratic
means, and whether representative institutions can be built with nonliberal means. A simple response would be a focus on social democracy,
on a mixed economy and on welfare provisions that help re-establish the
social contract and allow for democratic coalitions to emerge that are
broader than the elite and often predatory ones that have marked many
post-conﬂict states. Of course, this still would not resolve the problems
associated with the existence of deep gaps between liberal governance
and local praxis in terms of culture and customs.

Neo-liberalism
These issues stem mainly from the model itself and the way it is seen as a
sacrosanct blueprint, but also from the ideological interests of the principal organs that push it. For example, the World Bank is a cooperative
and there is not much control from the centre of local ofﬁces and their
activities.43 Yet information coming back from local ofﬁces to Washington is often biased towards the latter’s ideological preferences. Famously,
Timor-Leste was declared a success by the head of the World Bank in a
speech in Indonesia only a few days before its collapse in March 2006,
owing in part to the failure of neo-liberal models.44 Since then, the country ofﬁce of the World Bank in Timor-Leste has taken a more Keynesian
approach, even supporting the government’s attempt to introduce a basic
welfare system.45 Work on development and welfare needs to be context
speciﬁc, so there is little that can be done other than to apply the neoliberal strategies in the expectation that there may be a trickle-down
effect far in the future, while consigning most post-conﬂict populations
to bare life and undermining the social contract. Engaging with context
and welfare appears at present to represent a major ideological shift that
would interfere with the efﬁciency focus that institutions tend now to
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adopt. Indeed, because growth is the priority of liberal peacebuilding,
there can be little focus on welfare/social issues at the micro level because this might interfere with that growth. This vicious circle leads to a
lack of capital, to subsistence and to crime, rather than to stabilization
and a social contract.
Civil societies’ immediate concerns of economic opportunity and social
justice are generally of lesser signiﬁcance in a liberal peacebuilding process that is heavily driven by neo-liberal reform in which markets are
supposed to deal with these problems. From Cambodia to Kosovo, high
rates of poverty and unemployment and the continuing predominance of
grey economies and subsistence mean that the majority of the population
experience an alleviation only in their security concerns, do not play an
active role in a free market and do not pay taxes and so have little formal
role in the state other than the occasional exercise of their democratic
right to vote. It is proving extremely difﬁcult to persuade local actors to
‘‘move into’’ this state, other than politicians, ofﬁcials and local staff of
international actors who beneﬁt from high salaries and access to the sites
of power in a peacebuilding operation. These are shadow states, replicating a milieu in which ordinary people matter less than their mainly hypothetical rights and opportunities.
Counter-debates have emerged as part of a resistance to the perceived
colonization of the subject through liberal peacebuilding, which governs
the ‘‘local’’ and, because of its association with neo-liberalism, is increasingly perceived as being predatory rather than engaging peacebuilding in
‘‘everyday life’’.46 This dissatisfaction is present in academic and policy
quarters, as well as in peacebuilding locations – as evident in the ‘‘Kosovization’’ and ‘‘Timorization’’ campaigns, and also in the growing reluctance of some governments and conﬂict actors (for example in Sudan) to
cooperate with external peacebuilders. The liberal/neo-liberal tendencies
of peacebuilding have led its key components into becoming mere branding exercises from a local perspective, which in effect returns material
and normative power to the hands of elites, rather than stemming from
social legitimacy and solidarity or the establishment of far-reaching and
consensual institutional responses to deep-rooted conﬂicts that reﬂect
local preferences and cultures. Indeed, the conﬂict resolution aspect
of peacebuilding now appears to have been subsumed within its liberalinstitutional managerial and ideological aspects, often co-opted into the
recent fad of neo-liberal statism.
Local critiques raise some very troubling issues concerning the liberal
peace framework. They target international insensitivity and instrumentalism, often implying a connection with ‘‘downward social mobility’’ on
the ground. This causes liberal peacebuilding to lose legitimacy, affecting not just the paciﬁcation project for the state but also the role of the
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international community, whose credibility suffers in the eyes of local
actors vis-à-vis the state’s citizens. Any focus on rights framed by the
UN Economic and Social Council also tends to be ignored by the international community, even though welfare, jobs, culture and identity
are what are often most valued in transitional periods in post-conﬂict
environments.

Welfare and culture
Liberal peacebuilding depends upon transplanting and exporting conditionality and dependency framed by a universal value system in order to
cement the social contract. Yet a lack of local knowledge often results in
a perceived undermining of local interests and the liberal peace model
focuses on rights over needs. Welfare is not seen as signiﬁcant in terms
of building a social contract, and instead is left to humanitarian assistance
and longer-term development. Culture is ignored as not being part of the
political, economic and social institutional framework. This downgrades
the local context and the communication that peacebuilding depends
upon. Local voices are seen as ‘‘inconvenient facts’’ and the key nexus
for the evaluation of the legitimacy of liberal peacebuilding is between
the international community and the post-conﬂict state elite, rather than
between local actors and a reconstituted social contract with their own
state and the international community. One local participant in a workshop for this project, held in Sarajevo, summed up these failings by calling peacebuilders ‘‘ambivalent builders’’47 in order to underline the gap
between local perceptions of what peacebuilding should do and what it
actually achieved. It was argued that the liberal peace clearly did not represent local objectives, consensus or debates, nor did it live up to its own
claims about security, rights, institutions or needs. These factors lead to
resistance or, worse, a withdrawal from politics, and impede moderation
in everyday life in post-conﬂict zones, thus undermining the liberal peace
and its proposed social contract in the very terrain where it is most
needed.
This begs the question of whether the liberal peace allows for local
participation, or instead leads to the co-option of local actors. Another
possibility is that this peace is vulnerable to being co-opted by locals. A
further dimension to this debate has been a discussion of indigenous
peace practices and process, working from the bottom up and founded
upon local culture and traditional practices. This debate has revolved
around a romanticization of the indigenous contribution as necessarily
peaceful, a pragmatism about its possible replication of positive and
negative practices from the perspective of international norms, and a rejection of the local as corrupt, deviant, traumatized and schooled in cul-

BEYOND LIBERAL PEACE?

69

tures of violence. Thus, the notion of a bottom-up and localized, even indigenously based, peace is also very problematic, especially because it is
far from clear whether the liberal peace framework can adjust itself sufﬁciently to incorporate such dynamics without necessarily losing whatever
integrity it may carry.
What has happened is that the liberal peace, together with its associated peacebuilding consensus, has become a brand, exported within a
neo-liberal context to franchises in the ﬁeld that co-opt the liberal peace
project but also are forced to conform to it. This requires external
agencies to claim immunity from the same liberal requirements they are
attempting to uphold. It also depends upon the construction of a legitimacy for the liberal peace and the international actors who build it in
the ﬁeld. This demands the overcoming of the methodological problems of speaking on behalf of the other, listening to them and understanding their context and culture.48 This failure denotes the expediency
of liberal peacebuilding, its lack of local knowledge and engagement or
contextualization.

From backsliding to a local–liberal hybrid
A general criticism of the problems faced by liberal peacebuilding is that
is has become focused on neo-liberal discourses of reform, underpinned
by the same epistemic knowledge base, ontological view of the world
and methods. This means it is necessary to distinguish between statebuilding that deploys neo-liberal versions of peacebuilding, which focus
on market-driven solutions in parallel with democratization and the creation of a rule of law, etc., and peacebuilding forms that focus on developing civil society’s agency from a grassroots level, based upon a
communicative openness and cultural engagement. A darker side of the
biases that potentially remain to be explored in liberal peacebuilding lies
in its treatments of race and gender.49 Much work has been conducted to
‘‘mainstream’’ gender within this framework, though many remain extremely critical of what has been achieved. Little has so far been written
on the problematic aspect of race within this paradigm.
In many cases, problems have arisen not because of the putative neocolonial characteristics of liberal peacebuilding – though there have
been complaints about their interventionary and dependency-inducing
dynamics – but because of a lack of agreement, respect and development
on the ground. At the risk of being reductionist, political disagreement, a
lack of local knowledge and socioeconomic failure have marked all of
these processes. This has to some degree been a result of the strategies
and priorities of the international community, which have focused mainly
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on security matters and political institutions or governance. This is not to
say that liberal peacebuilding is fatally ﬂawed, but clearly these are two
major causes of the phenomenon of backsliding. Backsliding represents
the local collapse of liberal peacebuilding in some cases, and in others
an international retreat from the ambitions of their liberal peacebuilding
consensus. The welfare aspect (i.e. dealing with needs rather than leaving
them to the market) of these failures is probably most within the reach
of international actors, and would contribute to the establishment of
political agreement if it could be reincorporated into the liberal agenda.
Enhancing local knowledge, avoiding coercion and constructing conditionalities locally rather than internationally might also be easily
achieved. The older ethic of peacebuilding, to foreground the most
marginalized (rather than the state), would be apposite. This might beneﬁt the internal theoretical coherence of the liberal peace and the efﬁcacy
of the mechanisms developed to put it in place. More importantly this
would enhance liberal peacebuilding’s relations with local polities, economies and societies’ expectations and its ability to respond to different societal, cultural and geopolitical contexts, though with care not to induce
long-term dependency or to be seen as social engineering.
Of course, these improvements would still occur within the territorialized framework of the sovereign state. This in effect treats many conﬂicts
via the remedy of one of its key causal factors. Such developments are
more likely to lead liberal peacebuilding beyond liberalism. In this context, backsliding can be rethought of as a process whereby liberal peace
frameworks confront and negotiate with their others, and from this
emerges a hybrid form of peace.50 It is in this very process of backsliding
that the liberal and the local meet and renegotiate their relationships,
often deploying surprising levels of agency. All of this does not mean
that the liberal peace is a failed project, but it does mean that it is far
less multidimensional than previously thought, it has been slow to adapt
to challenges or weakness and it is essentially contested in practice and
in theory. Quite clearly, the ontological assumptions that accompany the
liberal peace are contested across the world – in some Islamic settings or
those of other religions, in authoritarian states, in tribal and clan settings,
and in societies where traditional and cultural practices do not ﬁt with the
Western conception of human rights, neo-liberal economics and democracy. What is more, the liberal peace is essentially encapsulated in a state,
required as a shell into which governance regimes can be ﬁtted, which in
itself can become a site of conﬂict. As many studies have shown, the
spread of the liberal state into the developing and post-colonial world
has not been very successful. Territorial sovereignty and statehood create
dilemmas relating to how to hold the state together against a tendency of
ethno-territorial units to fragment.

BEYOND LIBERAL PEACE?

71

What makes the hybridization of the liberal peace fraught is the epistemological problem faced in countering it. The ideology of the liberal
peace is so dominant, and runs through so many norms, institutions and
actors, that it is easy to assume that the realist–idealist spectrum and the
compromise that liberalism represents are now fully determined and undisputed. Yet, when one looks at the problem of peace, and in particular
at attempts to apply the liberal peace in post-conﬂict zones such as
Kosovo or Iraq, there is far from being consensus. At a very basic level,
muted by the preponderance of the liberal-international system, the very
ontology and related epistemology of the liberal peace are being disputed
and backsliding is all too familiar. This backsliding may also be interpreted more accurately as an agonistic process of hybridization, which is
leading into a post-liberal form of peace more able to mediate liberal/
other relations. Recent thinking about indigenous peacebuilding and
local participation in conﬂict zones as ways of ensuring that any peace
created is not only sustainable but also self-sustaining is part of this
move, even if it is often presented as rescuing liberalism.
The argument on local participation, put forward by Chopra and
others, suggests that peace cannot be foisted on others, even by an international and multilateral set of actors, without their consent and their
participation in the process.51 The result is that a hybrid form of the liberal peace has developed in which local actors, elites, institutions and
civil society hijack and co-opt liberal peacebuilding, which in turn, true
to liberal form, tolerates such subversion as long as it remains within the
broad church of the institutional and normative priorities that make up
the liberal peace. At the same time, it works to modify and reform such
tendencies. Underlying this process, however, is a continuing favouring
of ruling elites by liberal peacebuilders, even if this means working with
tainted individuals and elites. Then, of course, there is also the tainting
that is sometimes produced for local actors by colluding with liberal peacebuilders. In other words, peacebuilders underestimate the non-material
challenges and focus on the material challenges of state-building. Ultimately, liberal peacebuilding emerges as an elitist activity that is susceptible to being hijacked by elites and to being co-opted by political
practices that may have been responsible for the conﬂict in the ﬁrst place.
Much of this relates to problems caused by the overemphasis on institutional and economic reform and on elite channels of communication and
execution rather than on social justice, empathy, care and welfare.
Although this imbalance seems to be problematic, it also indicates that
the liberal peace has built into it the capacity for local actors (including
ofﬁcials, politicians and civil society actors) to inﬂuence its development
– to reassert a social contract. This often happens by local co-option of
international actors and their imported institutions, either through the
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employment of international staff or through grassroots campaigns. It is
now common practice for local staff of international or regional organizations and agencies to write reports, paid for by the international community, in which they construct arguments pressing for local objectives,
perhaps inﬂuenced by their contacts with local politicians and ofﬁcials.
Their status as employees of international actors provides them with the
legitimacy to do so. For example, local staff in Kosovo working for the
World Bank provided policy advice and reports predicated on the requirement of Kosovan (Albanian) sovereignty in order to deal with the
problems of unemployment and investment.52 Such reports are an expression of the connection between international and local goals, and
have created a perception in Kosovo that sovereignty will solve many of
the peacebuilding process’s problems, even though sovereignty for Kosovo may reproduce a state dominated by one ethnic group. Despite
such tensions, the liberal peacebuilding process has enabled this type of
local agency, although it is heavily weighted in favour of certain local actors who have access to major international actors, thus creating a bias
towards these ofﬁcial discourses of reform on which the liberal peace is
predicated. This means that the internationally perceived problems of efﬁciency, coordination, conditionality and dependency creation and the
supposed erosion of local capacity are to some extent bypassed as local
actors learn how to turn the liberal peacebuilding process to their own
ends, producing new forms of hybridism.
What is becoming clear is that backsliding is actually the renegotiation
of the liberal peace to reﬂect key political, economic, social and cultural
dynamics in their local context.

Peacebuilding for a new social contract and a local–liberal
hybrid
An emancipatory version of the liberal peace is the minimum locally and
internationally acceptable basis for a liberal–local hybrid form of peace.
It would involve adding another layer to the technology of governance so
far developed that would engage much more closely, at least in a transitional period, with the needs of a post-conﬂict individual. Leaving aside
the far more difﬁcult question of whether the liberal peace is viable even
in an emancipatory form, and whether alternatives might exist, there are
obvious areas where the root causes of backsliding can be addressed.
These might offer empathy and care through its institutions, contribute to
a social contract, recognize cultural dynamics, offer everyday resources,
and rest on a responsive contract between local societies and the international peacebuilders, which might eventually make it self-sustaining.
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A more social form of peacebuilding, enabling the liberal version to
develop emancipatory characteristics,53 as well as able to provide empathy, enable emancipation and deal with difference, might be aimed at
weaving together the processes of globalization, integration, solidarity
and justice, through ‘‘multicentric governance’’,54 moving beyond the assumptions associated with ‘‘embedded liberalism’’.55 This recognizes the
dangers of hegemony and of ignoring the basic needs of individuals in societies in favour of governments, states and elites. It makes obvious the
need for broader, deeper and wider representation, and the need to construct a global social contract via peacebuilding. The limits of the liberal
international order have now been reached and need to be transcended.56
Jabri has argued that there needs to be a ‘‘politics of peace’’, which is
indicative of a struggle for a just social order comprising individuals as
agents in themselves, rather than merely subjects of governance frameworks, and who express solidarity over their rights and needs.57 What
has increasingly become clear is that the liberal peace project has underestimated the fact that the liberal peace is strongly contested by actors
who want to self-determine their own peace. The way out of this conundrum is through the forging of a new social contract in post-conﬂict
zones according to the development of a local–liberal hybrid form of
peacebuilding – or a post-liberal form of peace.
This raises questions related to (1) conditionality agreements between
the international community and recipients in conﬂict environments, (2)
dependence on aid, expertise and external capacity, (3) the balance between local and international ownership of the peace process, and, indeed, (4) the integrity of the peace process itself. How deeply should the
international community become involved in the social, political and economic life of a conﬂict society and how can one determine when this line
is crossed, especially as an outside actor? The epistemic group of international actors that is busy transferring institutions, frameworks and
norms into conﬂict environments apparently agrees on what should be
done. Consensus is also growing regarding how this should be done.
Yet, clearly, there is also much concern about whether local voices will
be heard as long as peacebuilding follows current agendas. Without local
consent and consensus on the different processes involved in peacebuilding – without local partnership and ownership – peace will take a very
long time to take root, if it ever does. In other words, peacebuilding and
development require not just international consensus on how it should be
done, but a process of negotiation between recipients and the international community, opening up the debate about what type of peace is being fostered in various conﬂict zones around the world.
A preliminary assertion must be made about a modiﬁed or new agenda
for peacebuilding: it must start from the exercise of agency by individuals
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and groups, leading to a democratic process of representation, but one
not necessarily encapsulated by the Westphalian state. Individuals and
groups must be able also to represent themselves. In this context, the
right to the opportunity for a productive life, with respect not just to labour but to emotions, culture and learning, must be expressed as a basic
human right. However, in order to develop this position on a new agenda
for peace, new methodologies and approaches need to be adopted or designed to provide intellectual access to this area. Indeed, cultural pluralism and an underlying shared humanity do not need to be contradictory.
Culture therefore has to be an important theme in any discussion of
peace, which should recognize both its ﬂuidity and its dynamism and its
connection with tradition and the social cohesion derived from this.58
What such approaches also indicate is the need for a coherent research
programme on peacebuilding that is far more contextual, while also multidimensional, multilevel, multi-actor, intersubjective and emancipatory. It
should be able to interrogate claims and assumptions about representation, sovereignty and hegemony, be far less certain about its universalism
or endorsement of territorial sovereignty, and be able to communicate a
research programme about post-liberal peacebuilding to other disciplines,
to the policy world and to civil society at large.
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4
Towards life welfare
Michael Pugh

It may be better to live under robber barons than under omnipotent moral busybodies. The robber baron’s cruelty may sometimes sleep, his cupidity may at
some point be satiated; but those who torment us for our own good will torment
us without end, for they do so with the approval of their own conscience. They
may be more likely to go to Heaven yet at the same time likelier to make a Hell
of earth.
C. S. Lewis1

Harnessed for various purposes by left and right libertarians and religious believers alike, C. S. Lewis’s dictum might equally be applied to
those summoning God, liberty and ethics to rescue strangers and cure
their strangeness, as to home-grown tyrants. It is not part of the rubric
of peacebuilding to allow war-torn societies to celebrate strangeness as
well as peace. Their trajectory is plotted as a liberal developmental one.
Progressive benchmarks to be achieved encompass security sector reform, rule of law, democratization, capacity-building, institution-building
and so-called ‘‘free market’’ liberalization. This liberal developmentalism
has considerable implications for welfare. Echoing Kenneth Boulding,
this chapter locates welfare in political economy, while drawing a distinction between economic and social policy.2 Social policy is distinguished
by its objective of building an individual’s well-being and identity around
a community through appeals to integration that can entail unilateral
transfers as varieties of public goods. The role of welfare – as well-being
with roots in local societies – is here considered to be a critical element
in achieving positive peace and essential for securing identity, fostering
New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2
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social cohesion and forging viable and legitimate social contracts with
governing polities, whether states or sub-state communities.
However, as a dimension of the liberal peace, ‘‘welfare’’ cannot be divorced from the model of political economy that interventionists take it
upon themselves to introduce to a society of strangers. Thus, although
the impetus to engineer is driven by governance reform agendas, it is
also explicable by reference to the globalization of capital and what
Keynes referred to as ‘‘casino capitalism’’.3 The contention here is that
‘‘uninsured populations’’, to use Mark Dufﬁeld’s term, often do tolerate
‘‘robber barons’’ because interventionist economic policies make life unpleasant.4 Moreover, the fragilities, limitations and technologies of the
liberal peace, as mapped in this volume, indicate that a paradigm shift in
thinking about the welfare of peacebuilding is essential to foster local
conceptions of peace. In problem-solving approaches, the existing conceptual framework is broadly assumed to be a given, so that the major
goal of investigation and analysis is to ‘‘learn lessons’’, avoid mistakes
and improve the planning and implementation of peacebuilding (as in
the formation of UN ‘‘integrated missions’’). In the realm of political
economy, the dominant paradigm is based on an assumption that economic systems and economic behaviour can be changed by external
agency to achieve a particular developmental model, encompassing social
policy, and that interventions can be nuanced to achieve this. It is apparent from other chapters and other studies, however, that a focus on
problem-solving within the liberal peace paradigm has not worked in
the interests of the powerless, marginalized and uninsured communities
in war-torn societies.5
In both the academic conceptualization and the discursive practices of
liberal peacebuilding, much attention is focused on institutions and capacities for democratization, rule of law and institution-building at the
levels of the state and semi-autonomous authorities such as provincial
governments. A paradigm shift would require attention to two other analytical spheres that tend to be either neglected or divorced from each
other in the literature: the welfare of everyday life and the conditionalities of global capitalism. A shift would thus operate at two levels: continuous and equitable engagement with the diverse local cultural and
welfare dynamics on the one hand, and restructuring or disempowerment
of the existing ﬁnancial hegemony at a global level. As Robert Cox argues, such a shift requires open debate about a post-hegemonic world
order ‘‘in which different traditions of civilisation could co-exist, each
based on different intersubjectivity deﬁning a distinct set of values and a
distinct path towards development’’.6
The following analysis attaches a broad concept of welfare to a
paradigmatic approach. It begins with consideration of the deﬁnition,
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categorization and goals of social welfare. The second section contextualizes welfare in the political economy of conﬂict/post-conﬂict peacebuilding. It suggests that assorted forms of economy emerge in the process
of transformative policies encountering adaptation and resistance by the
local. The third section examines the welfare functions of informalities
that are often labelled ‘‘criminal’’. The last section elucidates the potential for transformation of the liberal peace agenda through a conceptual
shift to life welfare.

Welfare and everyday life
The concept of welfare has undergone considerable evolution, and the
discourse surrounding it has a variety of meanings in different contexts.
In many countries, such as the United Kingdom, it is associated with state
provision of universal public goods and services paid for by taxation,
whereas in the United States it connotes ‘‘hand-outs’’ and dependency
on the part of the uninsured population. In this chapter, welfare is identiﬁed in its broad sense as individual and community-fostered well-being.
It is not equated with the notion of the welfare state, which has been targeted for demolition by neoclassical economists, but is a socially integrative fact of bare life that may extend from communal distribution of food
in rural societies to payment to householders by guerrilla groups for storing ammunition.7
Since the mid-nineteenth century, welfare in Western thought has been
inseparable from social policy and state political economy. Varieties of
welfare also reﬂect class, gender and ethnic struggles on the one hand
(such as the welfare societies established by workers), and forms of state
control and discipline through conditionalities on the other.8 Welfare was
a signiﬁcant element in the social contract between citizen and state and,
as Otto von Bismarck realized in promoting social insurance in Germany,
ahead of any other country, it could forestall revolution by the governed.
It also fostered ‘‘national efﬁciency’’, a prevalent policy orientation in
industrial capitalism.9 As suggested by Ellen Wood, the state was, and
remains, an essential actor in securing, and securitizing, a compliant uninsured population: ‘‘the state must help to keep alive a propertyless
population which has no other means of survival when work is unavailable, maintaining a ‘reserve army’ of workers through the inevitable cyclical declines in the demand for labour.’’10
The pioneer of British social policy Richard Titmuss drew attention to
this raw manifestation of securitized welfare in noting the close relationship between welfare and state militarism. The demands of war led to
welfare that expanded from the care of soldiers on the battleﬁeld to ad-
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dressing the needs of their dependants, and then to welfare for the
masses whose cooperation was essential to mobilize the home fronts.11
From these beginnings, some element of state provision for public education, health, employment and the disadvantaged came to be taken for
granted in post-Fordist capitalist societies.12 For Titmuss, the link with
economic development was also unmistakable. Welfare was part compensation for bearing the social costs and insecurities of industrialization
and social dislocation.13
However, inﬂuenced by the experiences of the Great Depression and
the Second World War, Titmuss saw high value in welfare as an instrument to achieve social integration, identity and participation.14 Although
he understood that ‘‘[w]hat is ‘welfare’ for some groups may be ‘illfare’
for others’’, an objective of social policy was ‘‘to build the identity of a
person around some community with which he is associated’’.15 Welfare
incorporated social value, altruism and human agency.16 Thus the unconditional, non-commodiﬁed and altruistic norm of donating blood and
body parts to the National Health Service meant that even the bare life
of the individual could serve as a public good, a form of resistance to
the dominance of ‘‘economic thinking’’ and commercialization. Titmuss
objected to the discourse of ‘‘welfare state’’ that represented welfare as
a burdensome commitment soaking up taxes, which could be alleviated
only by marketization. Moreover, in the international market for health,
for example, rich countries made enormous savings by importing health
workers from abroad at minimal cost in education and training, thus depriving welfare to poorer parts of the world. The so-called ‘‘burden’’ was
an actuarial and ideological construct.17 Contested on either side – by
those who sought to change the structures that kept people poor and by
those who advocated conditional access to welfare as a means of changing behaviour – Titmuss framed the issue thus:
what particular infrastructure of universalist services is needed in order to provide a framework of values and opportunity bases within and around which can
be developed socially acceptable selective services aiming to discriminate positively, with the minimum risk of stigma, in favour of those whose needs are
greatest.18

Titmuss was nevertheless bound by precepts that co-opted the needy
into a contract with the state, whether under a capitalist or a command
economy, and conditional on acceptance of its controlling functions. His
categories of welfare system varied according to stages of capitalist development, cultural norms and the diversity of social relations and resources
available, but were models distinctive to states of the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).19 Only from the
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1980s, with the revival of a critical literature on ‘‘globalization’’, have
non-OECD and post-colonial systems of welfare received due weight as
part of a shift away from comparative social policy analysis.20 This chapter can be read as extending the pluralistic conception of welfare to wartorn societies where liberalism is attempted. In such cases, the informal
penetrates the formal, ‘‘ofﬁcial’’ residual welfare may be undertaken for
the poorest while the powerful are privately served and secured, and neither insured nor uninsured rely on provision that is audited.

Liberal peace welfare
Having been party to ‘‘saving strangers’’ – the protection and rescue of
civilians in conﬂict areas in the form of humanitarian intervention, peacekeeping, ‘‘stability operations’’ and peacebuilding – the self-styled ‘‘international community’’ has set about curing them of their strangeness. In
terms of welfare, peacebuilding agencies have necessarily given priority
to relief aid and the provision of safety-net systems, often delegated by
default or design to non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Indeed, a
strong characteristic of international social policy generally has been the
array of welfare providers mobilized to supplement the state. In war-torn
societies where state infrastructures are unable to cope, such intervention
is the norm, with international aid agencies, international ﬁnancial institutions (IFIs), UN bodies, local, national and international NGOs and
private enterprise sometimes competing to offer their services.
In addition, longer-term reform and reorganization of welfare are
often regarded as essential, partly to establish respect for the needy and
vulnerable. Nevertheless, the introduction of liberal economic ideology
to a variety of post-conﬂict contexts presides over further social dislocation and increased inequality in ways that imply the (re)creation of social
fragmentation rather than cohesion. The emphasis in liberalism on property rights and individual capital accumulation, deriving from a Lockean
conception of property as a natural right, was reinvigorated through a
post–Second World War ideological assault, led by Friedrich Hayek, on
collective concepts of welfare. This school postulated that well-being in
everyday life was equivalent to a possession, something with monetary
value to be earned, purchased and protected. Welfare could be calculated according to ﬁnancial incentives and disincentives for free-riding
or self-reliance. By the 1970s the liberalism–property nexus was poised
to eventually replace the Cold War political ideologies with the fullblown ideology of ‘‘neo-liberalism’’. Everyday life could be monetized
and a value measured and placed on everything – from ideas published
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by academics to the motives for prolonging a civil war. In a sociological
analysis of the impact of this ideology, Zygmunt Bauman highlights the
atomization of society in advanced capitalist states.21 The ideological reiﬁcation of economic self-reliance supports a technology of governance to
maintain elite control and, through command of global ﬁnance, the proponents and institutions of neo-liberalism also disseminate self-reliance
globally.
The assumption on the part of international actors that globalization
will ensure convergence, harmonization and replication of self-reliant
welfare in widely differing social systems has been a central, hubristic
component of liberal peace and crisis management techniques in the late
twentieth and early twenty-ﬁrst centuries.22 However, the attempt at
replicating individualistic, self-reliant welfare in war-torn societies exacerbates the socially divisive, atomizing effects of conﬂict – capital
accumulation by dispossession, reorientations of patronage and fragmentation of authority. In societies assumed to be broken, contracts between
external agencies and communities are initially fashioned out of humanitarian relief aid and externally provided safety-nets. The political economy of liberal peace then requires a range of policies and institutional
mechanisms to achieve macroeconomic stability and self-reliance, over
which the populations have very little say.23
Reﬂecting on his term of ofﬁce as High Representative in Bosnia and
Herzegovina (BiH), Paddy Ashdown typiﬁes a prevalent discourse and
practice in regard to reforming the political economy:
Ironically, as a politician I campaigned against many of her [Thatcher’s] reforms, arguing that they would lead to lost jobs and the selling off of the national wealth; only to ﬁnd myself instituting very similar reforms in Bosnia and
facing the same arguments and opposition. What makes matters worse in most
post-conﬂict countries is that they are poor, not rich – so the pain can be far
greater. There is not much the interveners can do about this, except understand
it and recognise that by insisting on accelerated reforms we are often asking
local politicians to take responsibility for a level of social disruption which our
own politicians at home would reject without a second thought.24

Quite apart from the absence of any democratic process in this governance model, the macroeconomic ideology insisted upon by the main
funders and agencies takes advantage of dislocations of conﬂict that impact on gender, ethnicity and class sectors. The governed are expected
to welcome, tolerate or passively accept radical experiments with their
economic environment, and welfare is contingent on limited state revenue and conditional external subsidy.
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This is not to deny the modiﬁcations of structural adjustment strategies and of the raw neo-liberalism of the Washington consensus. The
devastations of structural adjustment could not be allowed to fester. The
World Bank’s World Development Report for 2006, echoing Amartya
Sen, incorporated ‘‘equality of opportunity’’ for individuals to pursue a
life of their choosing into its conceptualization of development.25 There
is greater discrimination in the approach to social policy in developing
countries, reﬂecting rifts within and outside the Bank (in which one can
include the UK government’s decision in 2006 to temporarily withhold a
£50 million contribution to the Bank until it relaxed conditionalities on
aid). The Bank’s ﬁne-tuning produces a gradation favouring accessible
public provision for basic health care and primary education, mixed private and public provision for higher education but wholesale privatization for pensions (perhaps making pensions vulnerable to ‘‘casino
capitalism’’).26 Similarly, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) supports access to basic social services and claims that its programmes of
public provision have made a difference to poverty.27 In effect, the World
Bank, the IMF and the OECD have reached a consensus to privilege free
primary education and health (often reproductive health), convergent
with the Millennium Development Goals.
However, four caveats about the liberal welfare project are worth
stressing. First, the consensus generally subordinates social imperatives
to economic needs that foster macroeconomic stability in which public
sector wage bills and budget deﬁcits are very restrictive. Increased social
spending, for example, either cannot occur because of weak revenuegathering capacity or cannot keep pace with increasing demand. Moreover, the World Bank’s quest to ‘‘make services work for the poor’’28
offers a vision that deviates little from models that encourage the rich
to privatize their welfare while the poor are entitled to abstemious public
provision that is always vulnerable to protests about the tax burden. The
commodiﬁcation of welfare through market mechanisms has been an
essential element of the liberal peace, integral to the hegemonic engagement with society by international peacebuilding actors. As Peter Alcock
points out, the classic economic ideology stemming from self-reliance
‘‘simply redistributed beneﬁts in favour of private welfare and exposed
the individual to greater hazard’’, for example in terms of access to safe
drugs.29 The fundamental Lockean ideology of the IFIs remains intact,
and the focus on public service for reproductive health and primary education, while signiﬁcant and not to be derided per se, does not represent
an abandonment of commodiﬁcation.
Second, the macroeconomic conditionalities of the developmental
model introduced to war-torn societies by the core donors and ﬁnancial
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institutions require the uninsured populations to establish self-reliance.
Although self-reliance began as a strategy by marginalized communities
to resist economic dominance by dominant markets, it was co-opted into
a system designed to secure and isolate areas that could not be integrated.30 Assistance is predicated on this principle and is manifested in
the popularity of micro-credit loans and grants among donors and the
World Bank. Originating with the Grameen movement in Bangladesh,
micro-credit has been elevated as a salvation for societies recovering
from conﬂict by generating quick-impact economic and social beneﬁts.
But the self-reliant entrepreneurialism embedded in the concept is hardly
warranted by the often highly problematic consequences. Signiﬁcant failures in the longer term result in poverty being circulated among the poor,
and the ‘‘quick-ﬁx’’ timescale helps to establish a local institutional
framework ‘‘that is almost wholly antagonistic to sustainable post-conﬂict
development and growth’’.31
Third, as Oliver Richmond contends, a predominantly hegemonic discourse of peace has determined and legitimates a disconnected form of
politics over the socioeconomic welfare of local people, and it is ‘‘far
from culturally and socially appropriate or sensitive, and has little chance
of establishing a locally self-sustaining peace’’.32 Liberal peacebuilding
marginalizes local deﬁnitions of peace and well-being, and its agents assume that resistance and reliance on informal economies is illegitimate.
In this respect there is striking interconnection with efforts by the ‘‘international community’’ to democratize the unruly. In regard to the postcolonial state (where many conﬂicts are located), Thomas Koelble and
Edward LiPuma argue that the democratic forms advocated by EuroAmerican states are non-replicable in post-colonial societies precisely
because of their different histories. Their trajectories reﬂect colonial legacies of social fragmentation, absence of metropolitan political accountability, embedded injustice and the support by former colonial powers
for repressive regimes. The identiﬁcation and measurement of democracy
by such organizations as Freedom House, Transparency International,
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the World
Bank are deeply ﬂawed, not least because a clear divide is assumed between the public/community persona and the private individual, an artiﬁcial divide in many non-Western societies. Equally problematic, such
indexes are often used to determine levels of economic assistance. Moreover, a lack of economic sovereignty in ‘‘undeveloped’’ societies means
that local politicians are less accountable to their own people than to external agencies and, in the case of international administrations in wartorn societies, to foreign purveyors of good governance. As Koelble and
LiPuma contend, the mechanics of the global ﬁnancial and trading
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systems ‘‘imposes a myriad of hidden constraints on their economic policy, which, in turn, constrains the possibility for creating the foundation
for the realization of these critical [democratic] values’’.33
Fourth, the dominant welfare framework reinforces a hierarchy in
which public assistance becomes securitized as a means to protect the insured from the risks and unrest posed by the uninsured, who cannot
be integrated into an entrepreneurial ideal of welfare. The dispersal of
dominant welfare norms results in the subjugation of systems that are incompatible with that dominance, and assumes either the existence of a
tax base, service infrastructures and bureaucracies able to operate welfare, or that these things can be readily created. The post-Washington
consensus adjusted for a rights-based approach and UNDP concerns
for social justice simply do not address the power relations that conﬁgure
inequalities.34

Criminality: Threat or welfare?
The dynamics of organized crime, corruption and informal economies
have been identiﬁed by agencies as obstacles to state-building: they hinder the creation of a social contract through the rule of law between state
and citizen, prevent efﬁcient revenue collection and budgeting, interfere
with fair competition and entrepreneurship, and undermine the values of
human security (such as respect for the person). In addition, hidden
economies are linked to terrorism, trafﬁcking and political instability,
thereby posing risks to peaceable, liberal societies. Countering corruption and organized crime has become a key objective of liberal peacebuilding, to the extent that some observers recommend that the UN
Police (UNPOL) and perhaps ‘‘peacekeepers’’ should be mandated to
deal with it.35 This does not explain why Montenegro and Kosovo, supposedly sites of organized crime and corruption, should be rewarded with
self-determination and recognition by states threatened by these activities in Euro-America. Further, although ‘‘corruption’’ probably accounts
for a signiﬁcant proportion of GDP in war-torn societies, in absolute
terms it pales into insigniﬁcance in comparison with corruption in the
main sites of Western capitalism, as the casino crisis from 2007 exposed.36
In addition, the concept of ‘‘informal economies’’ needs disaggregation. The term encompasses a range of activities that are not fully audited
for formal revenue-gathering, and includes legal, non-observable or
partly observable activities, such as bartering. Informal welfare economies also depend on petty trading, smuggling, unregistered work, bribery
and tax evasion. It is not entirely ﬂippant, for example, to observe that
Bosnia’s comparative advantage in the global economy lies in informal
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economic activity. Remittances and transfers by expatriate visitors are
particularly important in providing welfare (most being spent on food,
health and utility bills). In 2003, BiH had the highest remittances per capita of European transition countries, estimated at almost 17 per cent of
GDP.37 Given that, globally, remittances exceed foreign aid and foreign
direct investment combined,38 it is also an ‘‘opportunity gain’’ for the developed world in the global pattern of redistribution. Disaggregation for
analytical purposes, however, does not imply compartmentalization.
Petty smuggling of goods in war can lead to hotels, petrol stations and
markets at transport nodes becoming signiﬁcant money-laundering assets
for criminal organizations – and a route to the legalization of capital as a
historic aspect of state-building.39 Nor should the term ‘‘informal’’ be
taken to imply insulation from ofﬁcial and formal activities. Customs ofﬁcials and police have been known to cross the divide between control and
participation.
Clearly, in war-torn societies affected by dislocation and low rates of
formal employment, non-audited economies provide a welfare function
including access to goods, services and income. Informal employment is
such a signiﬁcant aspect of the labour market (in the region of 50 per
cent of all employment in the Balkans) that it is clearly an essential element in household consumption. It almost certainly keeps people above
the poverty line, particularly in rural areas (agriculture being the biggest
informal employer) and among households headed by women, who are
more likely to take part-time, temporary and low-income jobs.40 Unaudited activity offers a form of social and economic inclusion for the
uninsured population, helps to sustain resistance to the social alienation
entailed in economic liberalization and takes advantage of the spaces in
liberalization that are abandoned by the state.
In addition, everyday negotiations, characterized as ‘‘tricks of everyday
life’’ by Béatrice Pouligny, have a fundamental impact on local adaptation by promoting welfare, social relations and social inclusion.41 This
kind of activity, not to be equated with morally heinous people trafﬁcking, continues a tradition in which volatile issues, such as ethnic difference, are marginalized.42 Everyday life does not conform to the
rationalism of the economic engineers from outside. Nor does it correspond to what international peacebuilding actors write off in some cases
as the legacies of inefﬁcient state welfare. The tricks signal traditional
quests for sufﬁciency and subsistence quite independent of constructed
transitions to a particular future. They enable people to participate in
‘‘free markets’’ par excellence, in the sense that they are not regulated
by authority but offer ‘‘daily reinvented social norms around the claim
to subsistence’’.43 In sum, people arrange their welfare not because of
the beneﬁts of an international presence or administration, but often in
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spite of it. Dismissal of all elements of informal welfare practised in the
‘‘tricks of life’’ – as socially corrosive and leading to moral collapse44 –
is to misunderstand the need for social cement in everyday life where
social corrosion is engendered by increasing disparities of wealth under
liberalization.

Towards life welfare
Asymmetries of power determine the norms of liberal peacebuilding and
the securitization of welfare. However, local responses to external projects lead to adoptions, adaptations and resistance, creating a mottled
welfare space that might be labelled ‘‘hybridity’’, though deﬁnitions and
connotations of hybrid refer to a binary parentage of origins whereas patterns of well-being reﬂect a multiplicity of factors. The argument here is
that conﬂict and liberal peace give rise to a range of dynamics that include a degree of reliance on activities outside the ofﬁcial ‘‘rule of law’’.

Problem-solving approaches
Critics offer two kinds of strategy: problem-solving or paradigm-shifting.
In problem-solving constructions, the existing conceptual frameworks are
broadly taken as given. The chief purpose of investigation is to ‘‘learn
lessons’’, avoid mistakes and improve the planning and implementation
of peacebuilding in war-torn contexts. As indicated above, the problemsolving approach to state welfare that characterized the Bismarckian
approach had the objective of staving off unrest and structuring popular
acquiescence in the demands of capital and state, including militarism
and war. Ideologically, this contractarianism had roots in the defence
and promotion of capital accumulation. In the contemporary world, the
ideology has been extended to establish a securitized model development
as a kind of loose contract between advanced capitalist societies and the
rest – the former undertaking to nurse and engineer development to reduce unruliness such as corruption and threats to strategic interests. The
‘‘lifeguards of capitalism’’, such as George Soros, Joseph Stiglitz and Jeffery Sachs, provide intellectual justiﬁcation for global reforms that aim to
keep a lid on disorder rather than seeking a fundamental shift in the prevailing paradigm of the global economy. In this strategy, economic systems and economic behaviour can be changed by improved external
agency to suit a securitized model of development.
However, the discursive emphasis on the welfare and improvement of
the ‘‘other’’ is practised without local ownership or political roots. A
more nuanced approach promotes ‘‘local stakeholding’’, ‘‘capacity build-
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ing’’, ‘‘empowerment’’ and ‘‘shared sovereignty’’, which represents a reaction to criticism of ‘‘empire’’.45 Here the solution proposed is ‘‘participation’’. What began as a counter-hegemonic social research movement
in Africa and South America in the 1970s was co-opted by institutions
such as the World Bank to create the illusion of populism. As Pablo
Leal contends, the mantra of participation served not to facilitate the
agency of the poor and reduce their subjugation by the state and its international backers, but to create ‘‘a populist justiﬁcation for the removal of
the state from the economy and its substitution by the market’’.46 Liberation from an interventionist state and participation in the market were
cast as ‘‘inherently empowering’’. On the other hand, the incorporation
of participation into the discourse of capitalism disempowers those without money to pay for privatized welfare and basic needs such as water.
Empowerment through participation can be considered a governmentality that reinforces the power of those facilitating participation to ‘‘contain
it within the bounds of the existing order’’.47
If core capitalism is thereby saved from conﬂicts that threaten to disrupt the international system, this can also give a false impression that
the affected populations are swimming towards development and waving
rather than drowning. This level of problem-solving does little to redress
the dispossession of community resources and public goods by the constant process of capital accumulation that intrudes on welfare. Expanding
the uninsured surplus population may not be an overt goal, but it is a
function of ‘‘accumulation by dispossession and the predatory forms of
capitalism associated with it’’.48 As Behrooz Morvaridi summarizes,
modiﬁed neo-liberalism is about how best non-economic or non-market
agencies, such as social capital, can make the market ‘‘work or work better’’ for capital.49 This is not to say that peacebuilding invariably carries
the assumption of an idealized, liberal, free market democracy, since convergence is hardly feasible for ‘‘undeveloped societies’’, although the
rhetoric and (dubious) measurements on poverty reduction, for instance,
claim this.50 In practice they promote something rather different – reducing security risks to themselves and others, and incidentally rendering
them open to capital accumulation, even if it means the destruction of
difference. By contrast, a paradigm shift towards life welfare would require welfare practices to have political roots in local societies and political communities that would set their own welfare agendas.

Paradigm-shifting
Some commentators have outlined a radical emancipatory and empathetic version of human security. Michael Barnett, for example, offers
a partial shift in proposing a negotiated ‘‘republican peacebuilding’’ in
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which domestic and external actors agree on procedures and rules for
decision-making:
Unlike liberal peacebuilding, which uses shock therapy to push postconﬂict
states toward some predetermined vision of the promised land . . . [republican]
peacebuilding’s emphasis on deliberative processes allows space for societal actors to determine for themselves what the good life is and how to achieve it.51

Similarly, Oliver Richmond envisages genuine local empowerment based
on the needs of everyday life.52 Indeed, exceptional work has been conducted on the anthropologies of everyday welfare needs – in practice by
NGOs and civil society groups, and in a small body of reﬂexive literature
on survival in war-torn societies.53 There is a developing perception,
then, that a non-securitized counter-discourse could emerge to take local
voices seriously, engage with heterodoxy and reconceptualize the abstract individual as a social being. This might be conﬁgured as a ‘‘life welfare’’ paradigm.
In policy terms it would reject the current focus on the ameliorative interventions of international agencies and coalitions and the preoccupation with ‘‘exits’’ arranged around quick ﬁxes. A life welfare paradigm
would create space for counter-hegemonic agendas and the historically
and spatially contingent transformation of varied societies, constructed
to advance the ‘‘whole of life’’ potential of individuals and communities.
This would include a reconﬁguration of the global economic system to
empower communities to have more control over their resources. It
would differ from earlier versions of welfare in several respects. First,
‘‘life welfare’’ would encompass alternative notions of life that affect the
individual, the community, the biosphere and the planetary environment.
Second, it would emphasize the need for dialogue between heterodoxies,
incorporating the goal of optimizing the life potential of both individuals
and diverse forms of community, recognizing that the means to reach
such a goal would be the object of serial negotiation. Third, it would
avoid relativism, requiring attention to the structures of global capitalism
as well as to the life of societies. Fourth, it would invoke the twofold
meaning of welfare: well-being and social provision.
Such a perspective would lead to a twofold conceptual shift: from the
‘‘liddism’’ and containment of liberal peace to political economies of life
welfare; and from universalist panaceas (which result in dysfunctional
forms of political economy) to engagement with heterogeneity. It would
encompass alternative notions of everyday life and alternative understandings of welfare in war-torn societies. It envisages not a politics of
cosmetic participation but a politics of emancipation and resistance to
the imposition of liberalization and its institutional, state-building empha-
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sis. Furthermore, it would require researchers to focus on the archaeology and history of communities and their projected futures.
The current reform agenda problematizes the domestic governance
and transformation of the ‘‘other’’. A re-politicization of local welfare
for social transformation would need to be accompanied at a global level
by a reconceptualization of economic power to enable authorities in wartorn societies to resist the pressures to liberalize. A paradigm shift would
involve interrogation of the way in which the global system exacerbates
the subaltern status of war-torn societies and advocate a commensurately
greater focus on the outside of the post-conﬂict society, on the need for a
political transformation of the structures and institutions that determine
the limits of welfare. This would involve more than simply equalizing
the ‘‘free market’’, ‘‘participation’’ without structural change and enhancing global poor relief – as proposed by Sen, Soros and Stiglitz. Such
problem-solving leaves the power structures of capitalism unproblematized. By contrast, structural reorientation might include the wholesale
regulation of ﬁnance capital, radical reform or replacement of the
Bretton Woods institutions and the World Trade Organization, and the
establishment of viable alternatives to hegemonic neo-liberal agendas.

Conclusion
Could such a movement have practical signiﬁcance, given that it would
meet resistance from cadres of capitalism, liberal agencies and state pressures to securitize development? As Paul Williams argues, to expect liberal capitalist agencies and states to engage in peacebuilding other than
by reinforcing the structures from which they beneﬁt ‘‘would require
them to engage in probably unrealistic levels of other-regarding behavior
to allow the states they help build to develop in ways that are incompatible with their own ideals’’.54 However, it is perhaps less practical to
keep endorsing the liberal peace frameworks – such as state-building
that has made ethnic cleavages more pronounced – than to harness the
potential of emerging alternatives. In Latin America, the creation of a
Bank of the South offers to circumvent the liberal ideological orientations of the Inter-American Development Bank and even the World
Bank. Moreover, the reconceptualization of welfare can be grounded in
the immanent critiques of liberalism that emphasize its emancipatory potential and (unfulﬁlled) promises to build multi-ethnic communities. As
noted above, in practice even the IFIs have shown signs of edging towards an opening-up of new agendas by engaging with counter-hegemonic discourses in civil society. The UN’s Peacebuilding Commission has
also engaged in negotiations with civil society groups in Sierra Leone and
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Burundi, albeit without much broadening the constituency for peace.
And, as Vesna Bošnjak and Paul Stubbs show, post-conﬂict societies in
Europe have experimented with new relationships and providers in a
quest for social service reforms that offer diversity of care, decentralization to community-based services and a swing away from reliance on institutionalization of the vulnerable, so as to safeguard their human rights
(a shift promoted by the United Nations Children’s Fund).55 Finally, the
credibility of liberal problem-solving has undoubtedly slumped along
with the core capitalist economies, and alternatives will become more
feasible and attractive as liberalism loses traction.
Currently, the political economy of welfare in a liberal peace framework involves a ‘‘Paddyist’’ virtual empowerment whereby international
peacebuilding actors transfer responsibility to societies without transferring control, the main objective being to maintain hierarchy. Populations
have been subjected to disciplinary techniques requiring self-reliance and
a loss of public or community forms of welfare.56 Recognizing this is a
starting point for rejecting imposition in favour of negotiation over what
type of ‘‘peace’’ is being constructed and for whom. For example, societies that have had a tradition of cooperative welfare may wish to persist
with it. Obviously it would be unsound to romanticize the ‘‘local’’, since
the local may harbour rights abusers, and because a focus on the local
leaves the operations of the global economic structures unproblematized.
But ‘‘life welfare’’ involves a willingness to engage in unscripted conversations with the governed and implies the production of new ‘‘geographies of power’’ that foster social contracts at both the global level and
the local level. As Bob Deacon comments, globalization has meant the
proliferation of social agencies, knowledge networks and epistemic communities, in which welfare discourses are globally contested and welfare
solidarities and aspirations cross borders. It challenges the analyses derived from the Titmuss models of state welfarism and its opponents. A
post-liberal peace can be replaced by multi-layered processes and ‘‘policy
assemblages’’, not only inﬁltrated by globalizing pressures but also
shaped by the historically embedded exertions of class, gender and identity.57 From a critical perspective, then, pluralism and a true participation
in welfare involve a paradigm shift to a post-hegemonic system to underpin those struggles for life welfare and political emancipation.
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5
Does liberal peacebuilding
have a future?
Roland Paris

International peacebuilding missions – deﬁned here as multilateral deployments of military and civilian personnel to countries that are emerging from civil wars – have come under growing criticism in recent years
from several directions. Some commentators view any kind of international intervention in such states as either futile or counterproductive.
Others criticize the particular methods and models of peacebuilding that
have been pursued, including the tendency of these missions to promote
liberal political and economic reform in the transitional countries. These
criticisms – which have grown stronger since 9/11 and the beginning of
the ‘‘war on terror’’, for reasons that will emerge below – have called
into question the future of the liberal peacebuilding enterprise. The purpose of this chapter is to scrutinize some of these critiques (focusing on
the most negative) and to consider what they might tell us about the
prospects both for peacebuilding in general and for the distinctively liberal approaches that have characterized these missions to date. In short,
does liberal peacebuilding have a future?

Liberal peacebuilding and its critics
Since the end of the Cold War, an enormous international experiment
has been under way. A shifting constellation of international and regional organizations, national governments and non-governmental organizations has conducted a series of complex ‘‘peacebuilding’’ operations
New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2

98

ROLAND PARIS

aimed at stabilizing countries after war. From Namibia in 1989 to Darfur
in 2007, more than 20 major multilateral peacebuilding missions were deployed to post-conﬂict societies with the goal of preventing the resumption of violence. This enterprise remains an experiment in that there is
still no reliable formula for transforming a fragile ceaseﬁre into a stable
and lasting peace. Nor should this observation come as a surprise. It
is difﬁcult to imagine a more complex and demanding task than postconﬂict peacebuilding, which combines three separate yet simultaneous
transitions, each posing its own tremendous challenges: a social transition
from internecine ﬁghting to peace; a political transition from war-time
government (or the absence of government) to post-war government;
and an economic transition from war-warped accumulation and distribution to equitable, transparent post-war development that in turn reinforces peace. Nor is the demand for these operations likely to abate in
the near future, given the increased tendency of armed conﬂicts to end
in negotiated settlements rather than military victory.1
There has been no shortage of critics and criticisms of these missions.2
Some observers have argued that the international agencies engaged in
these operations have paid inadequate attention to domestic institutional
(or ‘‘state-building’’) conditions for successful democratization and marketization. Others maintain that peacebuilders have not appreciated
or addressed tensions and contradictions between the various goals of
peacebuilding. Further criticisms have pointed to poor strategic coordination among international and local actors; the lack of political will and attention on the part of peacebuilding sponsors to complete the tasks they
undertake, and insufﬁcient commitment of resources; unresolved tensions
in relations between the military and non-military participants in these
operations; limited knowledge of distinctive local conditions and variations across the societies hosting these missions; insufﬁcient ‘‘local ownership’’ over the strategic direction and daily activities of such operations;
and continued conceptual problems in deﬁning how to bring operations
to a successful close. Other critics have gone further, however, questioning the very foundations of peacebuilding, including its feasibility
or its legitimacy – and it is these arguments that are the focus of this
chapter.

‘‘Let them fail’’
According to some analysts, major international interventions aimed at
helping to implement peace agreements in civil wars are inherently misguided and counterproductive when they in effect ‘‘freeze’’ conﬂicts in
place rather than allowing these conﬂicts to burn themselves out. Jeffrey
Herbst, for example, maintains that seeking to prevent state failure in
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Africa or to reconstitute functioning states within existing borders can be
a foolhardy strategy, particularly if it prevents new and more sustainable
political arrangements from emerging through a natural process of conﬂict and cooperation. The political map of Africa, he argues, is deﬁned
by artiﬁcial national boundaries and states that were largely created by
the European colonial powers without regard to underlying social patterns. His advice is to ‘‘let them fail’’ and to redraw political boundaries
to reﬂect whatever new arrangements emerge, rather than seeking to
perpetuate the untenable ﬁctions of many existing states.3
Similarly, Jeremy Weinstein endorses a strategy of promoting ‘‘autonomous recovery’’ in which states achieve ‘‘a lasting peace, a systematic
reduction in violence, and postwar political and economic development
in the absence of international intervention’’.4 He maintains that international efforts to end wars through negotiated settlements, and to rebuild
states on the basis of these settlements, can serve to ‘‘freeze unstable distributions of power and to provide a respite from hostilities for groups
that are intent on continuing the conﬂict when the international community departs’’.5 Instead, allowing conﬂicts to take their own course, which
would sort out the winners from the losers, would be a surer basis for
peace in the longer term. This argument builds upon the research of
some scholars who have found that civil wars ending in military victories
are more likely to produce longer-lasting peace than those ending in negotiated agreements.6
These arguments are bold and unorthodox, and may seem compelling
at ﬁrst glance. It is true that long-established Westphalian states (most
notably, the oldest ones in Western Europe) emerged from a lengthy
and messy process of war and conﬂict, which resulted in borders more
or less reﬂecting ‘‘natural’’ frontiers of political and economic communities. It is also true that national boundaries in much of Africa were imposed and often arbitrarily drawn, frequently with little regard to the
location and extent of existing communities. But adopting a hands-off
approach to conﬂict resolution and peacebuilding – one that allows new
political arrangements to emerge from violence – would be deeply problematic in practice. Some wars might grind on for years or even decades
without resolution, all the while producing humanitarian crises, famine,
refugee ﬂows and ethnic cleansing, before one side achieves complete
victory. In the meantime, conﬂicts could spread to neighbouring territories, as several have done in Africa in recent years. Moreover, the presence of a major peacebuilding mission following a negotiated settlement
has been shown to yield longer-lasting peace than even military victory.7
On balance, then, failing to provide assistance when it is possible to do
so, and when it is requested by local parties, seems a short-sighted and
dangerous strategy.
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Big is bad
For another group of observers, the contemporary practice of peacebuilding is fundamentally ﬂawed because it is overly intrusive. According
to this perspective, international actors have exercised such extensive
power and have become so dominant within their host societies that
they have effectively squelched domestic political participation and selfgovernment.
David Chandler’s analysis of the Bosnia mission offers a good example of this type of argument. He maintains that the extensive decisionmaking authority of international ofﬁcials in that country has been
‘‘undermining Bosnian institutions and creating relations of dependency’’.8 As a result, the mission as a whole has done little either to build
the capacity of the Bosnian state or to legitimate it in the eyes of the population. The powers and the authority of the state have been subsumed
by external actors and this process has prevented any real policy-making
power being devolved to elected Bosnian bodies.9
Jarat Chopra makes similar criticisms of international peacebuilders in
Timor-Leste, who, in his view, exercised quasi-monarchical powers and
excluded Timorese from managing their own affairs.10 Astri Suhrke’s
writing on Afghanistan is also critical of international intrusiveness, arguing that large international aid ﬂows and military forces have distorted
the political and economic development of the country. Speciﬁcally, dependence on external ﬁnancial and military support has made the Afghan
regime more accountable to external donors than to its own people, thus
undermining the prospects of legitimate and effective self-government.11
In their own ways, Chandler, Chopra and Suhrke all describe a problem that is endemic to international peacebuilding: the difﬁculty of promoting effective sovereignty and self-government in a war-torn state and
of doing so by means of foreign intervention. It is far less obvious, however, that recent missions have been excessively intrusive, as these three
authors have claimed. In the case of Bosnia, for example, important postwar improvements have resulted from the exercise of international authority, including measures to allow the return of refugees and displaced
persons and to remove ethnic identiﬁers from ofﬁcial documents, including passports.12 In Timor-Leste, there has been no shortage of political
participation, particularly since the initial peacebuilding mission ended
in 2002, notwithstanding Chopra’s concerns about the excessive powers
of international administrators. If anything, the problem in Timor-Leste
was that the mission ended too soon, when the job of reforming the
security and justice sectors had only just begun. In fact, UN SecretaryGeneral Koﬁ Annan made this very point in late 2006 when he recommended deploying a new peacebuilding operation to Timor-Leste, following the outbreak of renewed ﬁghting among factions of the Timorese
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security forces.13 Finally, in Afghanistan, most ordinary Afghans appear
to view their government as legitimate, in spite of large external aid ﬂows
and the presence of foreign military forces.14
Nor is there evidence from cross-national studies to indicate that
larger-scale missions with robust powers – in short, more ‘‘intrusive’’ operations – are less effective than more modest missions in promoting
peace or democracy in countries emerging from war. Christoph Zürcher
examined 17 cases of peacebuilding operations deployed between 1989
and 2001, ranking the intrusiveness of each mission based on whether
they: (1) enforced peace with military power; (2) decisively shaped the
new constitution and/or legal code; (3) assumed executive or legislative
powers; (4) decisively shaped economic policies; and (5) participated in
executive policing.15 He then evaluated the success of each mission in
preventing renewed ﬁghting, establishing control over military forces, encouraging economic development, promoting democratic governance and
strengthening institutional capacities, including the rule of law. His principal ﬁnding is that the more intrusive missions were slightly better at
achieving these goals than were less intrusive missions.

Imperialism redux
Some commentators take the critique of peacebuilding’s intrusiveness
much further, arguing that these missions represent a new form of imperialism or colonialism. William Bain, for example, denounces international administration as ‘‘alien rule’’ that denies the ‘‘human dignity’’
of the people who live in these countries.16 David Chandler, extending
his earlier work on Bosnia, characterizes peacebuilding as ‘‘empire in
denial’’ in which external actors ‘‘colonize’’ non-Western societies.17
Michael Pugh criticizes peacebuilding on the grounds that it is part of a
larger ‘‘hegemonic’’ project whose ‘‘ideological purpose’’ is ‘‘to spread
the values and norms of dominant power brokers’’.18 According to
William Robinson, peacebuilding activities in countries such as Nicaragua and Haiti represent an effort by ‘‘the core regions of the capitalist
world system’’ to maintain ‘‘essentially undemocratic societies’’, which
facilitates the continued exploitation of the global poor by the global
rich.19 For all of these commentators, peacebuilding hides a deeper,
more destructive purpose: imperial or quasi-imperial domination and
exploitation.
There are undoubtedly echoes of nineteenth-century European colonialism in modern peacebuilding, but such comparisons should not be
taken too far.20 A key similarity is that, in both types of intervention,
powerful external actors have sought to refashion the domestic structures
of weaker societies in accordance with prevailing notions of ‘‘good’’
or ‘‘civilized’’ governance (for modern peacebuilding, the vision of good
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governance is liberal market democracy). In this sense, today’s postconﬂict missions may be viewed as a modern version of the mission civilisatrice – the belief that European colonial powers had a duty to ‘‘improve’’ the people living in their overseas possessions. Furthermore, as
many have pointed out, international administrators have exercised extraordinary powers in some missions, including the right to dismiss from
ofﬁce local ofﬁcials who allegedly violate the terms or spirit of a peace
agreement. For some commentators, these powers resemble the farreaching powers of colonial administrators and create similar relations
of dependency and domination.
But the old and new versions of mission civilisatrice also differ in
important respects, differences that are often neglected by those who
portray peacebuilding as a form of imperialism. First, colonialism was
primarily practised to beneﬁt the imperial states themselves, including
by extracting material and human resources from the colonized society,
whereas the ﬂow of resources in modern peacebuilding is in the other direction: from international actors to the host state. Second, although
there was loose coordination between the European imperial powers
(demonstrated, for example, in the 1885 Berlin Conference on Africa),
colonialism was primarily conducted by individual European states
for their own individual beneﬁt, whereas today’s peacebuilding is a
multilateral enterprise involving a myriad of national and international,
governmental and non-governmental actors. Third, it was not until
the latest stages of the colonial period (when principles of national selfdetermination gained prominence) that European imperial powers came
to see their holdings as impermanent. For most of the colonial period,
overseas colonies were viewed as possessions of the metropole. In contrast, even the more long-lasting and robust peacebuilding missions of recent years have been designed to exercise temporary and transitional
authority in their host states, and to create the conditions for effective
self-government in those states. Fourth, in further contrast to the practice
of colonialism, modern peacebuilding is not rooted in ideologies of racial
superiority, which prepared the ground for the worst types of colonial
cruelty, including the trade in human slaves.
These distinctions are important. Equating multilateral peacebuilding with imperialism or colonialism is not just exaggerated; it also implicitly (or explicitly) discredits and delegitimizes peacebuilding by framing
it as an exploitative, destructive and disreputable form of international
intervention.

Dangerous liberalism
Peacebuilding has a distinctively liberal orientation: all major multilateral missions have promoted democratic political reforms and market-
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oriented economic reforms as a means of creating conditions for recovery
and lasting peace. Such liberalization efforts have produced a number of
perverse and unanticipated effects (including elections sometimes serving
as catalysts of renewed ﬁghting), and peacebuilders have underestimated
the challenges of democratic and market transitions in countries just
emerging from civil wars.21 Some commentators, however, view the liberal core of peacebuilding as more pernicious. According to Beate Jahn,
for example, recent peacebuilding missions are one element of a larger
‘‘tragedy of liberal diplomacy’’ that includes US military interventions in
various parts of the world during the Cold War.22 All of these interventions, she argues, have been driven by the logic of liberal modernization
theory, which deﬁnes liberalization as a natural and desirable developmental goal for all societies, and which ultimately leads to ever deeper
forms of foreign intervention, including forcible regime change and military invasion. The ‘‘tragedy’’ is that such interventions end up being
counterproductive, ‘‘ultimately producing enemies instead of allies and
heightening insecurity instead of enhancing security’’.23
Jahn correctly highlights the continuing relevance of modernization approaches in contemporary peacebuilding, including its ﬂawed assumption
that democratization and marketization are mutually reinforcing rather
than fraught with contradictions.24 She also touches upon another crucial
aspect of liberalism: its universalistic claims and missionary qualities,
which can sometimes escalate into liberal militancy, even militarism. But
she takes this argument to extraordinary lengths, dubiously claiming that
recent UN-sponsored peacebuilding operations as well as US realist
balance-of-power and ‘‘containment’’ ideas during the Cold War (manifested in the covert and overt US interventions against authoritarian and
liberal regimes alike) were all basically expressions of the liberal modernization ethic. As one of Jahn’s readers has noted, ‘‘the inclusion of
such a wide range of foreign policy motivations and activities under the
liberal rubric makes the very idea of a particularly liberal foreign policy
hard to specify’’.25
Jahn also overstates the negative outcomes of liberalization efforts
in recent post-conﬂict missions. The liberal peacebuilding approach has
produced many pathologies, but these problems need to be kept in perspective. Most of the countries that have hosted these missions are
no longer at war. The absence of ﬁghting, alone, is not an adequate
indicator of ‘‘success’’, since it is not equivalent to a stable peace, but
it is an exaggeration to conclude that liberal peacebuilding has been
‘‘counterproductive’’.26 How many lives would have been lost if not for
these interventions? It is impossible to say, but there is strong evidence
that peace agreements endure longer, and societies are less likely to slip
back into internecine violence, when major peacebuilding missions are
deployed.27 The economic beneﬁts of peace are also difﬁcult to calculate,
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but one recent Oxfam study estimated the cost of Africa’s armed conﬂicts
from 1990 to 2005 as US$284 billion, or approximately 15 per cent of
GDP for the countries that experienced wars.28 Compared with peaceful
countries, moreover, African states in conﬂict have 50 per cent more infant deaths, 15 per cent more undernourished people, ﬁve fewer years of
life expectancy, 20 per cent more adult illiteracy, 2.5 times fewer doctors
per patient, and 12.4 per cent less food per person on average.29 Yes, liberal peacebuilding methods have been deeply ﬂawed and they deserve to
be scrutinized and criticized, but let us not disregard or discount the real
beneﬁts these missions have provided.
Oliver Richmond’s analysis of liberal peacebuilding is considerably
more nuanced than Jahn’s, but he also seems to exaggerate the intrinsically militaristic qualities of liberalism. In exploring tensions within the
liberal approach to peacebuilding, Richmond usefully disentangles several ‘‘strands of thought’’ within the liberal tradition that sometimes clash
with each other.30 One of these strands is the idea of the ‘‘victor’s
peace’’, which ‘‘has evolved from the age-old realist argument that a
peace that rests on a military victory, and upon the hegemony or domination of a victor peace, is more likely to survive’’ than one based on a
negotiated settlement or ceaseﬁre.31 I noted above that liberalism can
escalate into militancy and even militarism, but Richmond’s notion that
liberalism incorporates a preference for military victory over negotiated
settlements is questionable. The belief that peace is best achieved
through overwhelming power is more accurately associated with the realist rather than the liberal project, as Richmond himself acknowledges, yet
he insists that the victor’s peace is ‘‘a key aspect of the liberal peace’’.32
This position not only stretches the concept of liberal peacebuilding
but is not supported by the peacebuilding record: nearly all operations
have been deployed to support negotiated settlements to civil wars, not
military victories. Once in the ﬁeld, moreover, peacebuilders have used
diplomatic, economic and military means to prevent formerly warring
parties from remobilizing or renewing their attempts to defeat their rivals. Indeed, it is revealing that commentators such as Jeffrey Herbst
and Jeremy Weinstein, who tend to view victory as a surer foundation for peace than a negotiated settlement, have argued that the main
problem with peacebuilding is its reﬂexive support for negotiation and
compromise.

The impact of 9/11 and the ‘‘war on terror’’
The reaction of the United States to 9/11 – including the declaration of
a ‘‘war on terror’’ and the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq – has added
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fuel to all these criticisms of liberal peacebuilding. After all, the Bush
administration rationalized its invasions partly on liberal grounds, as a
means of providing the beneﬁts of democracy and freedom to oppressed
societies. Moreover, efforts to stabilize Iraq after the invasion bore at
least a partial resemblance to liberal peacebuilding strategies pursued
elsewhere by the United Nations and other international agencies in
countries emerging from civil wars. Elections, constitutional processes,
economic adjustment and institution-building were central to the US
plan in Iraq and also part of the standard formula for UN-mandated
peace operations.
Given these apparent similarities – and the disastrous effects of the
Iraq invasion – it was not long before commentators began equating the
Iraq war and international peacebuilding missions, all of which, we were
told, are part of the same abhorrent phenomenon of ‘‘democratic imperialism’’33 or ‘‘imperial nation-building’’.34 In the words of Wolfram
Lacher, for example, ‘‘[s]tatebuilding and reconstruction practices in
Iraq are in continuity with international operations during the post-Cold
War era and beyond’’ because they have all involved ‘‘the reproduction
and expansion of hegemonic international order’’.35 Alejandro Bendaña
has portrayed the Iraq war as a natural extension of peacebuilding operations of the 1990s, which had promoted ‘‘external economic and
strategic interests’’ at the expense of such principles as justice and selfdetermination, thereby ‘‘opening the door to Washington’s subsequent
savagery’’ in Iraq.36 John Gray has also insisted that liberal peacebuilding and the Iraq invasion are based on the same ﬂawed methods and
assumptions: the ‘‘liberal interventionism that took root in the aftermath of the Cold War was never much more than a combination of
post-imperial nostalgia with crackpot geopolitics’’, as events in Iraq deﬁnitively demonstrated.37
Frustration at the United States’ ‘‘regime change’’ invasion of Iraq thus
contributed to a mounting backlash against all forms of liberal interventionism, including UN-sponsored peacebuilding. It also deepened scepticism about the legitimacy and feasibility of promoting democracy and
market-oriented economics as a remedy for civil conﬂict. Now, instead
of criticizing the manner by which international agencies support liberal
democratic transitions in war-torn states, some commentators dismiss
the entire enterprise as ‘‘futile’’,38 ‘‘folly’’,39 ‘‘delusional’’40 and ‘‘hubristic’’.41 Instead of examining the echoes of old-style colonialism in
modern peacebuilding, some observers now argue that liberal interventionism in all its forms is colonialism or imperialism, which has
been ‘‘comprehensively discredited in the killing ﬁelds of Fallujah and
Samarra’’.42 What was previously more measured scepticism about the
difﬁculties or appropriateness of promoting post-war liberalization has,
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in some quarters, given way to an indiscriminate indictment of liberal internationalism in its many forms, and to what Neil Cooper calls a ‘‘crisis
of conﬁdence and credibility . . . in the Western liberal peace project’’.43
The sweeping and undifferentiated quality of this backlash is unfortunate. Although there are elements of commonality between the postconﬂict stabilization mission in Iraq and other peacebuilding missions,
there are also crucial distinctions that should not be ignored. Most importantly, the US operation in Iraq began with an external invasion – a war
of conquest – followed by US-led peacebuilding and counter-insurgency
efforts. By comparison, the overwhelming majority of peacebuilding missions since the end of the Cold War have been deployed at the request of
local parties after the negotiation of peace settlements to civil wars.44
These ‘‘conditions of birth’’ for peacebuilding missions are important.
When peacebuilding follows conquest, foreign interveners are more
likely to be viewed as occupiers, particularly when they are the same
parties that invaded the country in the ﬁrst place, and any new governing arrangements established during this period are more likely to
be viewed as external impositions.
Although all peacebuilding missions involve some measure of foreign
intrusion in domestic affairs, the degree of intrusion represented by an
external invasion and the destruction of a regime is not equivalent to the
deployment of a mission at the request of local parties and with the goal
of helping to implement a peace settlement. To be sure, there are a
few examples of post–Cold War peace operations that began in lessthan-consensual conditions – most notably, the mission in Kosovo, which
followed NATO’s bombing of Serb targets in that territory – but the vast
majority of missions have not involved forcible entry: they have been examples of post-settlement, not post-conquest, peacebuilding. Blurring
this distinction between post-settlement and post-conquest peacebuilding
invites false analogizing between multilateral peace implementation missions and the US ‘‘war on terror’’. Most importantly, it risks discrediting
international efforts to provide assistance to states that are making the
difﬁcult and perilous transition from a fragile ceaseﬁre to a lasting peace.

Regime change in the United States
The arrival of Barack Obama in the White House is an encouraging development to those who support making improvements to – rather than
rejecting – liberal peacebuilding. Although President Obama has said
little about peacebuilding per se, his early statements on US foreign policy, including his apparent desire to work more closely with the United
States’ allies and to talk directly with its adversaries, have the potential
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to improve the prospects of liberal peacebuilding. As noted above, widespread anger at Bush-era foreign policies – most notably, the administration’s embrace of pre-emption as a military strategy, its use of liberal
concepts to justify forcible regime change, and its aggressive and unapologetic unilateralism – apparently contributed to the backlash against
liberal peacebuilding as a concept and practice, even though most peacebuilding situations have been quite unlike the post-conquest cases of Iraq
and Afghanistan. It remains to be seen whether and to what degree Obama’s foreign policy will substantively differ from that of the Bush administration (especially in its later years, when the ‘‘neo-conservatives’’
within the administration began to lose sway), but a change in the tone
(or even the appearance of change) may be important in itself.
Among other things, President Obama has emphasized the importance
of multilateralism and he has backed away from his predecessor’s most
contentious slogans, including the ‘‘war on terror’’, the ‘‘axis of evil’’
and ‘‘regime change’’. By all appearances, the new administration intends to pursue a less militantly ideological foreign policy – one that
is less willing to use armed force as a means of effecting democracy promotion or to use the language of democracy promotion as a pretext for
aggression. That is good news for supporters of liberal peacebuilding reform, since it raises the possibility of decoupling international peacebuilding from what was widely perceived as US gun-slinging by the Bush
administration. At the same time, the Obama administration has not
abandoned the liberal aspirations of US foreign policy, including ‘‘the
rule of law and the rights of man’’, which are ideals that ‘‘still light the
world’’, as the incoming president put it in his January 2009 inaugural address. The United States will likely continue to support international
peacebuilding efforts that are, broadly speaking, liberal in their orientation and approach. That, too, is an important condition for advancing a
reformist agenda that seeks to address and remedy some of the problems
and negative effects of liberal peacebuilding. Without US support for
peacebuilding as a broad project, the project would have little prospect
of continuing; and, with a new administration that seems to understand,
at least better than its predecessor, the complexity of international affairs
and the risks of prescribing simplistic universal remedies for the world’s
problems, one can only hope that conditions are more ripe for constructive reform of liberal peacebuilding.
Put in different terms, the change in US administration may be creating
conditions for a small but important shift in the international ‘‘normative
order’’.45 To the extent that the Bush administration’s policies were perceived as violating the ‘‘general standards of prudent behaviour’’ in international affairs,46 all aspects of US foreign policy (and the concepts
associated with that foreign policy) were to varying degrees tarnished
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and suspect, including the promotion of liberal values abroad. This unfortunate situation might now be changing. By recommitting itself to the international normative order, at least rhetorically, the new administration
has made it possible for the promotion of liberal values to be established
more clearly as a reasonable, legitimate and desirable goal, including
through the vehicle of international peacebuilding. This would itself
represent a change in the normative order: speciﬁcally, delinking liberal peacebuilding from widely rejected but ultimately unrelated normbreaking behaviour should make it more difﬁcult for commentators to
discredit liberal peacebuilding through easy but erroneous comparisons
between international peacebuilding and the neo-conservative logic of
the Bush administration’s reaction to 9/11.

Conclusion
For all the shortcomings of liberal peacebuilding – and there have been
many – most host countries would probably be much worse off if not for
the assistance they received. The collapse of the peacebuilding project
would be tantamount to abandoning tens of millions of people to lawlessness, predation, disease and fear. This is not to deny the ﬂaws of peacebuilding or its underlying assumptions, which deserve to be scrutinized
and criticized. The point, rather, is that these ﬂaws need to be viewed
against the backdrop of the larger record of peacebuilding. This record
is mixed and full of disappointments, but it also indicates that such missions have, on the whole, done considerably more good than harm. For
these reasons, the most sweeping critiques of liberal peacebuilding – and
especially those suggesting that the entire enterprise is either futile or
illegitimate – need themselves to be carefully scrutinized.
In some respects, today’s ‘‘crisis of conﬁdence’’ about liberal peacebuilding is just as exaggerated and unjustiﬁed as the rosy optimism of
the early 1990s. Early commentaries on peacebuilding reﬂected a kind
of irrational exuberance about the potential for liberalization strategies
to consolidate market-democratic peace in war-torn states, an exuberance that echoed the broader triumphalism of the immediate post–Cold
War period. Today, by contrast, the discourse on liberal peacebuilding
has lost its earlier exuberance, owing in part to greater scepticism and
concern about the motives and impact of foreign intervention in the aftermath of the Iraq war, and a more general awareness that the so-called
‘‘end of history’’47 has been supplanted by the ‘‘return of history’’.48
Like a swinging pendulum, however, criticism has carried past the point
of reasonable scepticism and now verges on unjustiﬁed pessimism and
suspicion. Between these two extremes, there is a constructively critical
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mid-point in which it is possible – indeed, it is crucially important – to
continue to explore the strengths and weaknesses of existing peacebuilding approaches, including its liberal foundations. Such a balanced approach would avoid slipping into a posture of cynicism or rejectionism,
which is both unwarranted and reckless, given how much is at stake in
the future of the peacebuilding project.
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15. Christoph Zürcher, ‘‘Is More Better? Evaluating External-Led State Building after
1989’’, Working Paper No. 54, Freeman Spogli Institute for International Studies, Center on Democracy, Development, and the Rule of Law, Stanford University (April
2006).
16. William Bain, ‘‘In Praise of Folly: International Administration and the Corruption of
Humanity’’, International Affairs, vol. 82, no. 3 (2006), pp. 525–538.
17. David Chandler, Empire in Denial: The Politics of Statebuilding (London: Pluto Press,
2006); and David Chandler, ‘‘The Other Regarding Ethics of ‘Empire in Denial’ ’’, in
David Chandler and Volker Heins (eds), Rethinking Ethical Foreign Policy: Pitfalls,
Possibilities and Paradoxes (London: Routledge, 2007), p. 176.
18. Michael Pugh, ‘‘Corruption and the Political Economy of Liberal Peace’’, paper prepared for the International Studies Association annual convention, San Francisco, 26–
28 March 2008; Michael Pugh, ‘‘Peacekeeping as Constant Gardening by Other Means’’,
paper prepared for the British International Studies Association conference, Cork, Ireland, 18–21 December 2006; Mandy Turner and Michael Pugh, ‘‘Towards a New
Agenda for Transforming War Economies’’, Conﬂict Security and Development, vol. 6,
no. 3 (2006), pp. 471–479; and Michael Pugh, ‘‘The Political Economy of Peacebuilding:
A Critical Theory Perspective’’, International Journal of Peace Studies, vol. 10, no. 2
(2005), pp. 23–42.
19. William I. Robinson, Promoting Polyarchy: Globalization, US Intervention, and Hegemony (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 6–7.
20. See Roland Paris, ‘‘International Peacebuilding and the ‘Mission Civilisatrice’ ’’, Review
of International Studies, vol. 29 (2002), pp. 637–656.
21. Roland Paris, At War’s End: Building Peace after Civil Conﬂict (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2004).
22. Beate Jahn, ‘‘The Tragedy of Liberal Diplomacy: Democratization, Intervention, Statebuilding (Part I)’’, Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding, vol. 1, no. 1 (2007), pp. 87–
106; and Beate Jahn, ‘‘The Tragedy of Liberal Diplomacy: Democratization, Intervention and Statebuilding (Part II)’’, Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding, vol. 1, no. 2
(2007), pp. 211–229.
23. Jahn, ‘‘The Tragedy of Liberal Diplomacy’’, p. 212.
24. Paris and Sisk (eds), The Dilemmas of Statebuilding.
25. Oisı́n Tansey, ‘‘Reply and Response to Jahn’s ‘Tragedy of Liberal Diplomacy’ ’’, Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding, vol. 2, no. 1 (2008), p. 89.
26. Jahn, ‘‘The Tragedy of Liberal Diplomacy’’, p. 212 and passim.
27. Doyle and Sambanis, Making War and Building Peace; and Quinn, Mason and Gurses,
‘‘Sustaining the Peace: Determinants of Civil War Recurrence’’.
28. Oxfam International, Africa’s Missing Billions: International Arms Flows and the Cost of
Conﬂict, Brieﬁng Paper 107 (October 2007).
29. Ibid.

DOES LIBERAL PEACEBUILDING HAVE A FUTURE?

111

30. Oliver Richmond, The Transformation of Peace (London: Palgrave, 2005).
31. Oliver Richmond, ‘‘The Problem of Peace: Understanding the ‘Liberal Peace’ ’’, Conﬂict, Security and Development, vol. 6, no. 3 (2006), p. 293.
32. Ibid., p. 310.
33. Omar G. Encarnacion, ‘‘The Follies of Democratic Imperialism’’, World Policy Journal,
vol. 22, no. 1 (2005), pp. 47–60.
34. Alejandro Bendaña, ‘‘From Peacebuilding to Statebuilding: One Step Forward and Two
Steps Back?’’, Development, vol. 48, no. 3 (2005), pp. 5–15.
35. Wolfram Lacher, ‘‘Iraq: Exception to, or Epitome of Contemporary Post-Conﬂict Reconstruction?’’, International Peacekeeping, vol. 14, no. 2 (2007), p. 247.
36. Bendaña, ‘‘From Peacebuilding to Statebuilding’’, p. 6.
37. John Gray, ‘‘The Death of This Crackpot Creed Is Nothing to Mourn’’, Guardian, 31
July 2007. For similar arguments, see also Tim Jacoby, ‘‘Hegemony, Modernization
and Post-war Reconstruction’’, Global Society, vol. 21, no. 4 (2007), pp. 534–535; and
Mark Dufﬁeld, ‘‘Development, Territories, and People: Consolidating the External Sovereign Frontier’’, Alternatives, vol. 32, no. 2 (2007), pp. 225–246.
38. Michael Scheuer, Marching toward Hell: America and Islam after Iraq (New York: Free
Press, 2008), p. 37.
39. Bain, ‘‘In Praise of Folly’’; and Encarnacion, ‘‘The Follies of Democratic Imperialism’’,
p. 47.
40. Gray, ‘‘The Death of This Crackpot Creed Is Nothing to Mourn’’.
41. Neil Cooper, ‘‘Review Article: On the Crisis of the Liberal Peace’’, Conﬂict, Security
and Development, vol. 7, no. 4 (2007), p. 610.
42. Seumas Milne, ‘‘A System to Enforce Imperial Power Will Only Be Resisted’’, Guardian, 28 February 2008.
43. Cooper, ‘‘Review Article: On the Crisis of the Liberal Peace’’, p. 605.
44. It is also worth noting that the Bush administration’s decision to invade Iraq was initially justiﬁed on the grounds of pre-emptive self-defence, and that only later, when
weapons of mass destruction were not discovered in Iraq, did the Bush administration
rationalize the invasion as a means of ‘‘liberating’’ the Iraqi people and spreading democracy to the Middle East.
45. On the concept of a normative order in international affairs, see Charles W. Kegley, Jr,
and Gregory A. Raymond, ‘‘Preventive War and Permissive Normative Order’’, International Studies Perspectives, vol. 4, no. 4 (2003), pp. 385–394.
46. Ibid., p. 390.
47. Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Harper Perennial,
1993).
48. Robert Kagan, The Return of History and the End of Dreams (New York: Random
House, 2008).

112

6
Transitional justice and
the liberal peace
Chandra Lekha Sriram

In recent years, a powerful critique of the so-called liberal peacebuilding
consensus has emerged. Criticism has focused largely upon the presumption that marketization and democratization are themselves sources of
peace, when evidence demonstrates that each is more often destabilizing
and may even provoke a return to conﬂict. This literature has not, however, offered a critique of transitional justice, which is central to contemporary peacebuilding efforts. Transitional justice strategies are not simply
contemporaneous with peacebuilding; they share key assumptions about
preferable institutional arrangements and a faith that other key goods –
democracy, free markets, ‘‘justice’’ – can essentially stand in for, and necessarily create, peace. This is not so obviously the case. Rather, transitional justice processes and mechanisms may, like liberal peacebuilding,
destabilize post-conﬂict countries and may also be externally imposed
and inappropriate for the political and legal cultures in which they are
set up.
This chapter examines the phenomenon of transitional justice through
the lens of the liberal peacebuilding approach, arguing that it shares with
liberal peacebuilding a number of under-examined assumptions and unintended consequences. It begins with a brief outline of the approach,
and then turns to the practice of transitional justice itself. After offering
an analysis of transitional justice, I provide a number of empirical examples to illustrate the challenges in practice and elaborate upon the potential for transitional justice to be externally imposed and culturally
inappropriate. Although I am far from arguing that problems in practice
New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2
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mean that some response to the very real demands for justice that
emerge after mass atrocity is not necessary, I do nevertheless argue that
simply presuming that justice generates or equates to peace is potentially
quite problematic.

The liberal peacebuilding argument
Even as the practice and analysis of peace negotiation and implementation have expanded, so too have the critical assessments of the dominant
paradigms. In particular, concerns have been raised that peacebuilding
theory and practice reﬂect a particular liberal internationalist paradigm,
one that relies excessively on two strategies – developing market economies and developing certain features of liberal democratic domestic
politics – as pathways to peace. Yet, many states emerging from conﬂict
have little or no experience with market economies or democracy, and an
emphasis on these may be both inappropriate and destabilizing.1 Democratization more generally has been argued to be highly destabilizing,
because the competition it entails may necessarily enhance existing
cleavages that helped to engender conﬂict.2 In the wake of conﬂict, any
party will be extremely suspicious of an attempt by any other party to
consolidate power or strengthen its inﬂuence, however innocuous. This
may lead to attempts to undermine other parties, even through resort to
violence. Hence, a security dilemma has been said to exist.3 It has also
been argued that support for democratization and good governance may
experience some success while international actors are present, but subsequently the incentives for predatory behaviour by local elites are sufﬁciently great that reforms to governance seldom endure.4
I note here in passing, and discuss in further detail below, that the particular tools of transitional justice may frequently, although perhaps not
always, be subject to the same criticisms as liberal peacebuilding, particularly that of an excessive emphasis on the building of democratic institutions. Further, they are increasingly embedded in peacebuilding and
democratization or rule of law strategies. Transitional justice strategies
may not be as prone to the second criticism, that related to marketization
strategies. However, some tools of transitional justice are explicitly
linked to democratic processes; peacebuilding tools such as judicial reform, reform of the security forces and the inclusion of former rebels
and ‘‘vetted’’ former members of security forces are also often explicitly
tied to processes of transitional justice.5 As such, some tools of transitional justice will be more vulnerable to the criticisms of liberal peacebuilding than others.
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The criticism of liberal peacebuilding is relatively straightforward:
peacebuilding by most international agencies appears to be driven by a
single paradigm, that of liberal internationalism. According to Roland
Paris, ‘‘[t]he central tenet of this paradigm is the assumption that the
surest foundation for peace, both within and between states, is market
democracy, that is, a liberal democratic polity and a market-oriented
economy’’.6 This paradigm is underpinned in part by the ‘‘democratic
peace’’ thesis, which holds that democracies are less likely to go to war
with each other, and which is often argued to result in more accommodating or rule-obeying behaviour by states.7 The dominant criticism of
this paradigm does not question its virtues in a general fashion, but
rather suggests that it is a particularly poor model for states emerging
from armed conﬂict, and that it is paradoxically (given that it is meant to
be a tool of peacebuilding) more likely to promote destabilization. As
Ted Gurr argues, ‘‘[t]he most dubious expectation of all is that authoritarian states such as Sudan, Iraq, and Burma might be able to defuse
ethnopolitical wars by moving toward democracy’’.8 Often economic
distribution and acute inequalities were key sources of conﬂict, and one
or more parties promised a more equitable distribution of resources, as
in El Salvador. However, simply embedding market forces without dealing with past grievances and inequities may entrench old grievances or
create new ones.9 It is for this reason that land reform and other programmes are often in demand after conﬂict, even though they may operate at cross-purposes with marketization.10
Criticism of liberal peacebuilding is not, however, limited to its emphasis upon the creation of open markets. It continues by arguing that
the focus on creating functioning electoral democracies may also generate rather than alleviate conﬂict. It is the latter element of the critique
that is most relevant to the current examination. Uneven access to political power is often a source of conﬂict, but simply allowing elections to go
forward may not rectify inequalities in access to power because of differential resources, power bases and experiences, and may reinforce old
lines of cleavage or create new ones.11 Thus, although established liberal
democracies may be less prone to violent internal conﬂict, the transformation of illiberal and conﬂict-prone states to such democracies is perilous.12 In such instances, then, the liberal internationalist approach to
peacebuilding may be said to be ﬂawed. Liberal institutions may be conﬂict enhancing and broader liberalization such as free media may promote conﬂict through hate speech, as in Rwanda. Roland Paris thus
argues that in Rwanda the internationally promoted power-sharing arrangements, as well as the vibrant but irresponsible media, helped to precipitate the 1994 genocide.13 It is for this reason that he advocates a
strategy that he terms ‘‘institutionalization before liberalization’’ (IBL),
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which would prioritize embedding institutions and regulations rather
than seeking early elections as a sign of democracy, as the international
community so often does.14

Transitional justice
Although the tools of transitional justice have been central to contemporary peacebuilding projects, the critique of liberal peacebuilding
has yet to address them or their ﬂaws. Rather, criticism has tended to
focus on the two major pillars – marketization and democratization –
without considering some of the unexamined assumptions and potential
unintended consequences that transitional justice shares with peacebuilding. Because transitional justice can be and has been deﬁned either quite
narrowly or quite broadly, I seek here to examine the scope of what is
treated as ‘‘transitional justice’’ and the way in which it is intertwined
with peacebuilding.
There is a vast literature on transitional justice, and thus this is but a
brief overview.15 First and foremost, the literature on transitional justice
is really a literature about political and institutional responses to a political, moral and legal dilemma.16 Countries that have experienced authoritarian rule, internal armed conﬂict or transboundary conﬂict, or some
combination of the three, will often also have suffered signiﬁcant human
rights abuses or violations of international humanitarian law. Violations
may include torture, extrajudicial execution, disappearances, torture,
war crimes, crimes against humanity, forced labour or enslavement and
genocide. These may have been committed by state security forces, rebel
groups, militias and private persons, many of whom may retain signiﬁcant
military, political or economic power. Victims, members of civil society
and transnational and international actors are also likely to call for some
form of ‘‘justice’’, whether juridical or not. The dilemma emerges because calls for justice are likely to generate tensions and exacerbate conﬂicts that have the potential to undermine peacebuilding. There has thus
developed a vast literature debating how to respond to past abuses and
analysing the complex practice that has emerged.
Arguments about appropriate approaches to past abuses have taken
several forms. These have been, variously, normative, empirical but case
speciﬁc, and empirical and overarching. Much of the normative work in
transitional justice considers claims about what is good for societies or
victims, or simply what is ‘‘right’’.17 This is an important foundation for
developing policy, but may well be too narrow. In particular, such approaches only occasionally offer insights into the prerequisites for peacebuilding.18 This may be in part because considerations of stability are
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perceived to be at odds with justice, rather than necessary for and complementary to it. Empirical single casework also abounds, considering the
experience of a country that faced this choice or the role of international peacekeepers and peacebuilders that sought to assist in countries such as El Salvador or Argentina.19 Other literature has drawn
upon multiple cases and developed general propositions about what is
feasible or appropriate with regard to accountability. For example, many
scholars have made the case that truth commissions are essential in mediating at least in part the peace/justice divide, or have argued that some
form of public discussion is necessary, whether through truth commission
or trial.20
Transitional justice is, however, more than an academic subject. It is
also an active domain of policy, practised by the United Nations and supported by regional organizations, international ﬁnancial institutions, bilateral donors and specialized non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
such as the International Center for Transitional Justice, based in New
York.21 Although such organizations engage in the practice of transitional justice, they may differ signiﬁcantly as to its appropriate scope,
and may be as divided as is the academic work over the necessity of legal
accountability. Yet a brief consideration of recent transitions and peace
accords, as well as international peacebuilding efforts, suggests that a debate about accountability, and usually some efforts to prosecute, almost
inevitably accompany such transitions: for example, the creation of the
Iraqi Special Tribunal, the referral of crimes committed in Sudan and
the Democratic Republic of Congo to the International Criminal Court,
the creation of the Special Court for Sierra Leone, and the continuing
trials at the ad hoc tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda.22
Oftentimes, decisions about accountability not only are explicitly enshrined in peace agreements (and may include decisions to impose amnesties), but may also be addressed through peacebuilding operations
(particularly through rule of law programming) and through new institutions that emerge alongside peacebuilding operations.
Some will argue that legal accountability is absolutely necessary so that
democracy and the rule of law can be rebuilt and future crimes prevented, whereas others will contend that, for the sake of stability, accountability ought to be eschewed.23 Further, the option is seldom either
peace or justice; rather, there is a range of tools that may be utilized such
as trials (in the formal or informal justice sectors), truth commissions, lustration or vetting, reparations, and amnesty and pardon, selective or otherwise.24 Transitional justice, at its core, involves a range of tools and
processes, and choices among these tools and processes. Regimes emerging from violent conﬂict or state repression, often with the support of the
UN, regional organizations and/or bilateral donors, must make choices
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about whether, and if so how, to address the crimes of the recent past.
However, transitional justice involves more than these speciﬁc choices,
which constitute traditional transitional justice. In contemporary practice,
transitional justice also involves broader strategies to address the sources
of past and potential future violence. Speciﬁcally, it must be acknowledged that transitional strategies are now closely linked to a range of reforms and processes that are not in the ﬁrst instance about accountability
for past abuses – for example, reform of the justice sector and reform of
the security sector, including both the police and the military. This may
entail a range of activities that are not obviously about justice for past
crimes but are more or less essential to it. These may include institutional
reform of judiciaries, training of judges, reformulation of military and
other security doctrines, and reformation of security institutions themselves, which are indistinguishable from peacebuilding efforts. Further,
they are necessarily connected with activities essential to peacebuilding
but not at ﬁrst blush at all related to justice, such as the inclusion of former rebels in new security structures and the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR) of ex-combatants.25 Attempts at justice
can have direct effects on activities such as DDR. For example, there
was early evidence that ﬁghters in Liberia were afraid to demobilize
owing to rumours that their identity cards would be used to allow the
Special Court for Sierra Leone to reach them.26 Thus, transitional justice
comprises a broader set of activities, including speciﬁc measures that pertain to victims and perpetrators, which involve accountability or the decision not to pursue it, but also spilling over into what have traditionally
been ‘‘peacebuilding’’ activities, which address restoration of the rule of
law and security.27

Transitional justice as an integral element of liberal
peacebuilding
Increasingly, responses to recent mass atrocities or human rights abuses
are an integral part of peacebuilding activities conducted by bilateral donors, regional organizations and international institutions such as the
United Nations and the World Bank. Thus in the autumn of 2004, the
United Nations Secretary-General issued the ﬁrst report of its kind for
the organization on The Rule of Law and Transitional Justice in Conﬂict
and Post-Conﬂict Societies.28 Perhaps the most important thing to note
about the report is that it treats the rebuilding of the rule of law and speciﬁc mechanisms of transitional justice both as intertwined with each
other and as central to post-conﬂict peacebuilding. Work that might
previously have been treated as purely legal is now viewed as part of the
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work of numerous departments, funds and agencies across the United
Nations. For example, the United Nations Development Programme’s
Bureau for Crisis Prevention and Recovery (BCPR), the focal point of
the UN’s development arm for post-conﬂict peacebuilding, emphasizes
transitional justice and security sector reform.29 Its programmatic work
treats judicial reform and reconstruction, along with corrections and
police reform, as integral and linked to efforts at post-conﬂict justice. Although the primary focus of World Bank programming in post-conﬂict
reconstruction and conﬂict prevention remains reconstruction and development activities generally, work on capacity-building may encompass
development of the rule of law and judicial reform.30 The UK Foreign
& Commonwealth Ofﬁce treats human rights as integral to democracybuilding in unstable places, and the reform of justice generally as integral
to post-conﬂict development.31 In short, concerns for post-conﬂict reconstruction have become integrally linked with a wide range of rule of law
programming – in the judiciary, in criminal justice, in policing – and tied
to efforts at post-conﬂict justice.32 Rule of law programming is now regularly built into many large UN peacekeeping operations, and transitional
justice and human rights are included as part of the mandate of the missions as a whole or as rule of law sections speciﬁcally. Thus, for example,
the UN Mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo (MONUC) includes a human rights and rule of law mandate, authorized by the UN Security Council, which explicitly includes support for rebuilding the rule of
law and support (including protection of victims and witnesses) for transitional justice/accountability processes.33

The liberal peacebuilding argument and transitional justice
The ﬁeld known as transitional justice, once potentially separate from the
ﬁeld known as peacebuilding, is thus now tightly linked to it. This is certainly appropriate and necessary: it would be a mistake to seek to ‘‘do
justice’’ in a political vacuum or to seek to build peace without addressing the horrors of the recent past. However, the subsumption of transitional justice by the liberal peacebuilding apparatus potentially subjects
transitional justice to some of the same ﬂaws and criticisms of the peacebuilding agenda.
Why might this be the case? The criticism of liberal peacebuilding is
that it emphasizes the development of free markets excessively and that
it demands a democratization that may occur too early and be inherently
destabilizing. The ﬁrst strand of the criticism is obviously less relevant
here, although the costs entailed in transitional justice processes are not
nominal and may place greater strain upon developing economies that
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are struggling to rebuild after the conﬂict and to liberalize markets.34
The primary issue is that transitional justice processes are often linked
explicitly to democratization and that, like democratization, they may destabilize post-conﬂict countries. Of course, a more optimistic interpretation is possible: broad processes of transitional justice that incorporate
rule of law programming may satisfy at least some of the demands of
Paris’s ‘‘institutionalization before liberalization’’ strategy. However,
transitional justice is subject to the same criticism as liberal peacebuilding strategies have been, and may also be subject to the ﬂaws that
exist in the IBL strategy.

Transitional justice as destabilizing
The ﬁrst criticism that might be made is that transitional justice, like democratization, is intrinsically destabilizing. Post-conﬂict societies are inherently unstable: the original sources of conﬂict have seldom been
resolved by the mere signing of a peace accord or the imposition of an
international observer or peacekeeping force. Further, beyond the original causes of conﬂict, the course of the conﬂict, including violations of international human rights and international humanitarian law, will have
generated new grievances that may not have been fully addressed by
any peace accord.35 The types of violations and mass atrocities that may
occur during conﬂict tend to be particularly divisive: they are often heinous, invasive and quite personal, in addition to taking place on a mass
scale.36 These tend to create categories of people in a society – victim
and victimizer, collaborator – and yet there is unlikely to be a true consensus as to who belongs in which category. Slobodan Milosevic maintained to his death – and his followers continue to maintain – that the
wars in the former Yugoslavia were not about ethnic cleansing and destroying Muslims or Croats but about defending a Serbia under attack.37
Similarly, the followers of Chief Samuel Hinga Norman viewed the trials
by the Special Court for Sierra Leone as unfair victimization of national
heroes, and fears arose repeatedly that the trials might cause unrest, although Hinga Norman’s death in early 2007 may have mitigated the risk
of a backlash in the longer term.38 Efforts at transitional justice, particularly those that involve juridical solutions, such as domestic, international
or hybrid trials, may provoke instability directly, as those accused of
crimes, or their supporters, seek to prevent trials. The accused may
threaten or successfully stage coups or return to armed conﬂict. New
and weak post-conﬂict governance structures are ill prepared to manage
such unrest. However, even in the absence of speciﬁc violence or threats
of unrest, the pursuit of legal accountability may serve to hamper reconciliation and help to reify divides in society. As Jaime Malamud-Goti, the
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human rights adviser to President Raúl Alfonsı́n and the architect of
trials of junta members in Argentina, subsequently argued, trials can
perpetuate the old habits of blaming and scapegoating, of categorizing
people as us or them.39 Transitional justice, and particularly trials,
although frequently part of peacebuilding strategies, may serve to undermine peace. It is, of course, worth recognizing that this does not mean
that transitional justice ought not to be pursued for other reasons, such
as for retribution, for deterrence, for the sake of the victims or for a
host of other reasons.40 A strong case can be made that transitional
justice is absolutely necessary for long-term peacebuilding and the reinstitution of the rule of law.41 The suggestion here is only that, as an integral component of liberal peacebuilding projects, it suffers from some
of their ﬂaws.

Transitional justice and IBL: A further critique
Strategies of transitional justice are said to be vital to the re-institution of
the rule of law and are often linked to institutional reform strategies – of
the judiciary, of constitutions, of security forces and of corrections, to
name the most prominent. As such, these comprehensive strategies for
rebuilding the rule of law might appear to satisfy the demands of Paris’s
IBL strategy. However, far from avoiding the destabilizing effects of a
liberal peacebuilding that emphasizes democratization, the IBL strategy
may merely relocate conﬂict from the realm of politics to the realm of institutions of governance. That is to say, attempts to stabilize through creating new institutional arrangements or reforming old ones will be seen
by all parties, post conﬂict, as embedding future power arrangements, potentially permanently.42 They will thus compete to control the shape of
these arrangements and to ensure their own participation in key institutions, just as avidly, and potentially violently, as they would seek political
power directly through electoral competition. Levels of trust will be extremely low in the aftermath of internal conﬂict, and thus each party will
seek a maximalist agenda in power, and will view attempts by others to
do the same with great suspicion. In short, the security dilemma that
makes resolution of internal conﬂict so difﬁcult may simply be institutionalized or embedded through processes of institutional reform.43 If this is
the case generally with institutional reform, it will be true of judicial and
other reforms linked to transitional justice processes. Competition and
the potential for conﬂict may emerge in relation to the rewriting of constitutions, especially with reference to provisions that may address past
atrocities or amnesties, the training, vetting and appointment of judges,
the redrafting of national legislation, and the like. This will particularly
be the case where reform of legal institutions is clearly linked to transi-
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tional justice and to the potential for contemporaneous or future trials.
Conﬂict may simply be moved, then, from the electoral process to the
process of reforming institutions.44 This of course does not mean that
such institutional reforms are not necessary, nor does it mean that transitional justice should be eschewed. Rather, what is at issue is the risks attendant on building transitional justice into peacebuilding strategies.

Transitional justice: Externally imposed or culturally
inappropriate?
Underpinning the criticism of liberal peacebuilding is a recognition that
peacebuilding activities, imposed or otherwise, are largely imported to
post-conﬂict societies by the ‘‘international community’’ of international
and regional organizations, bilateral donors and international NGOs.
The result is often a set of peacebuilding activities that reﬂect Western
forms of governance and institutions.45 The same might be said of transitional justice activities. Although an indigenous demand for accountability is undeniably signiﬁcant in most, if not all, countries that have
experienced conﬂict or mass atrocity and repression, the repertoires for
accountability are largely formulated by external actors, as illustrated in
the policies of the World Bank, the United Nations and the UK Department for International Development, discussed above. The preferences
of Western governments and of the institutions that they or their technical experts may dominate will be for precisely the type of legalized accountability familiar to Western court systems.46 The preferences of
international NGOs may be similar, based as they are in the West. Policy
statements by both Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch
have consistently stated that, after mass atrocity or conﬂict, accountability, preferably legalized accountability, is necessary.47 NGOs that
support transitional regimes, such as the International Center for Transitional Justice, take a somewhat wider view, advocating legal accountability where possible but also supporting other processes, such as vetting or
lustration, reparations and commissions of inquiry. For all of these external actors, however, there is a preference for legal accountability. The
emphasis on legal accountability may result in transitional justice programmes that do not function well in the political and legal cultures in
which they are deployed. This may be the case for a number of reasons.
First, in many of the countries affected by signiﬁcant conﬂict or atrocities, legal systems may have collapsed owing to that conﬂict or atrocities.
In Sierra Leone at the end of its conﬂict, for example, legal opinions had
not been published since the 1970s, and a portion of the Supreme Court
building had burned down. Local courts were clearly ill suited to take up
cases dealing with complex international crimes such as war crimes and
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crimes against humanity, and indeed most people had access not to formal common law courts but to customary law practitioners.48 Furthermore, in many instances, judges and lawyers seeking to enforce the rule
of law in the face of arbitrary violence by the state and others will have
become targets of violence themselves, and may have been killed or gone
into exile. Thus demands for formal legal justice may be extremely difﬁcult to satisfy.
Second, and perhaps more importantly, an emphasis on legalized justice may be inappropriate because the formal justice sector was never an
important part of the lives of the people of the country. Thus, again in
Sierra Leone, it has been estimated that some 85 per cent of the population do not have access to formal justice and rely upon traditional justice.49 At issue here is not merely that people may not have access, but
that they either prefer traditional justice or have simply known no other
type of justice.50 In such instances, Western-style trials may not ﬁt the
political culture well.
Third, and related to the second point, the emphasis upon individual
rights, obligations and accountability derives from a Western liberal
vision of individual rights that may not be appropriate to cultures that
emphasize group or community identity. Visions of rights and justice
that are communally based may not view individual trials as justice.
Indeed, signiﬁcant problems may arise where countless numbers perpetrated crimes but only a few are singled out as ‘‘criminals’’. Societies that engage in communally based treatments of wrongdoers may
prefer reparations, exhumation and proper burial of victims, and a communal discussion of the reintegration of a perpetrator over individual
accountability.
Finally, sometimes transitional justice is truly an external imposition, in
that states or other actors in the international community pursue trials
over the strong objections of states or individuals. Thus, for example, we
have seen strong objections by states to the exercise of universal jurisdiction or the functioning of the International Criminal Court (ICC), arguing that they are external impositions that may disrupt delicate domestic
peace and reconciliation processes. Similar objections have been raised
to the ad hoc criminal tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda
and to the Special Court for Sierra Leone, even though the Special Court
was created at the request of the government of Sierra Leone. Tribal
leaders of the peoples most affected by the predations of the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) in Uganda – the Acholi – have raised concerns that
ICC indictments will only increase LRA atrocities and kidnapping of
children, upset local amnesties, and undermine the current mediation
process or traditional justice processes.51
One potential solution to these objections is to allow traditional justice
mechanisms to deal with some, or even all, perpetrators of atrocities. In
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fact, traditional mechanisms have been used in Timor-Leste and Rwanda,
to name just two.52 However, in these instances traditional justice was
brought in not because it was seen as virtuous or culturally appropriate
in itself, but because the formal justice sector was struggling to address
large numbers of perpetrators.53 It was only after traditional justice
mechanisms were utilized that arguments could be heard for its ostensible merits as community based or culturally appropriate. However, there
is a distinct problem since traditional justice was frequently designed to
handle ordinary crimes or property disputes and may not be well suited
to addressing serious international crimes. Certainly in Rwanda there
have been concerns that communities were intimidated into accepting
confessed perpetrators of genocide and other atrocities by the large presence of their family members at gacaca sessions. In other instances, some
of the ‘‘judges’’ have been found to be perpetrators of genocide themselves. These problems have led the Rwandan government to pass legislation creating greater administrative control over these processes, in
essence partially formalizing the informal sector.54
The objection that transitional justice mechanisms are externally imposed or culturally inappropriate should not, however, be overstated. In
many instances, governments themselves request such mechanisms (support for domestic trials or international or hybrid courts). Further, domestic NGOs often actively push for accountability, suggesting that
people are not simply being told by Amnesty International that they
should have trials. It may be the case, nonetheless, that the limited repertoires offered by international advisers dealing with transitional justice in
effect narrow the range of options for countries engaging in it.
Transitional justice, and trials in particular, are frequently imported
from the outside and occasionally externally imposed. In this they are
similar to the liberal peacebuilding of which they are a part. Derived
from Western models, they may thus be in part inappropriate in other
political and legal cultures. However, there is a dilemma: whether or not
the model of transitional justice is Western, there is often a real indigenous demand for accountability. It should presumably not be denied on
the grounds that it is a Western demand. Thus we are likely to continue
to see Western models of legalized justice used after conﬂict or mass
atrocity, although perhaps linked to traditional justice processes as well.

Conclusion
The argument, then, is that transitional justice is increasingly integrated
in strategies of peacebuilding, and that this subjects it to some of the
same criticisms that may be directed at the so-called liberal peacebuilding
consensus. In particular, the focus of transitional justice strategies on
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legal accountability and public reckoning may be destabilizing rather
than peacebuilding, however valuable they may be for other reasons,
much like democratization. Further, transitional justice strategies must
be understood not merely as legal accountability or truth commissions
but rather as a package of activities not only to address past abuses but
to prevent future ones. These include longer-term institutional reforms
of the judiciary, the security forces and the like. These might in principle
be presumed to satisfy the demands of Paris’s IBL strategy by focusing
on longer-term institutional restructuring rather than shorter-term and
contentious political activities. However, as part of the criticism of the
IBL solution to the liberal peacebuilding argument, institutional reforms
such as these may simply generate competition and conﬂict over ownership of and participation in the reform processes themselves. Finally, in
some instances (although not all), strategies of international justice may
be not only externally generated but imposed, or they may be inappropriate to the legal and political cultures in which they are placed. These
criticisms are meant not to question the importance or necessity of such
reforms, or of transitional justice, but rather to highlight the risks inherent in them. Further, there may not be an ideal solution to such problems. Demands for transitional justice after conﬂict are often so strong
that they must be dealt with immediately, and thus trials and other processes may be unavoidably linked to peacebuilding processes. Similarly,
reform of the institutions of justice is usually necessary after conﬂict, because they may have been destroyed or perverted by the conﬂict, and decisions about reforming such institutions necessarily compel discussion
about dealing with past abuses. It may be, then, that there is no satisfactory solution to the dilemma, although this does not render it any less
important to recognize the risks inherent in embedding strategies of
transitional justice in liberal peacebuilding processes.
One possibility, still somewhat speculative, is that transitional justice
and rule of law programming could evolve within and outside peacebuilding processes to engage traditional or non-state justice and conﬂict
resolution processes and authorities. As I have already noted, populations without access to formal state judicial structures often do turn to
non-state processes as the only available provider, and in some instances
states, peace agreements and some external actors may promote the use
of these as well.55 However, we should guard against any naive embrace
of such processes as automatically better because they are somehow
more indigenous or ‘‘authentic’’. As scholarship on traditional justice
has observed, it is dynamic rather than static and is often seriously disrupted by conﬂict, as well as being inconsistent with key international human rights standards. Nonetheless, to the degree that these are processes
to which citizens in post-conﬂict situations often turn, they may merit
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closer examination and cautious engagement by those who seek to promote accountability with peacebuilding.
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7
A critique of the political economy
of the liberal peace: Elements of an
African experience
M. A. Mohamed Salih

The liberal peace has generally nurtured the politics of democratic hope
and a modicum of respect for human and civil rights, but it has largely
failed to deliver tangible developmental or economic beneﬁts to the
majority of the African poor. Although it is imperative to underscore
the relationship between peace, democracy and development, it is equally
important to emphasize that, in most African countries, democracy is
treated as a metaphor for development. After years of corrupt one-party
governments, military or socialist regimes, Africans came to the realization that democratic open systems of government are important safeguards against corruption and the diversion of public or development
funds for personal interests. Likewise, citizens of countries that emerged
from violent conﬂicts have also come to realize that war and violent conﬂicts not only undermine but also destroy the existing factors of development: administrative structures, the rule of law, schools, hospitals, roads,
bridges and farming (on land littered with mines).
I argue that, in the case of Angola, Burundi, the Democratic Republic
of Congo, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Mozambique, Namibia, Rwanda, Sierra
Leone, South Africa and Uganda, the transition from conﬂict to peace
and from peacebuilding to development has been contingent on the outcomes of the political economy of peace rather than on an uncritical
superimposition of the liberal peace onto poor societies. The prime interest of poor citizens of post-conﬂict societies – or countries in democratic
transition – is to couple democracy and development as a precursor to
linking peace and development.
New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2

134

M. A. MOHAMED SALIH

In my view, the dominant political economy of the liberal peace has
failed to address major developmental problems such as poverty, exclusion, the social justice deﬁcit and inadequate access to basic human
needs. This anomaly could be explained by the ever-present tension between liberalism and democracy, which informs the contradictions within
the political economy of neo-liberalism or the discrepancy between political and economic liberalization. These tensions tend to increase rather
than decrease the likelihood of the social conﬂicts and violent struggles
that undermine development and by the same token also undermine
peace and democracy in the long term.

Liberal peace blind spots in Africa
Three blind spots inform the theory and practice of the liberal peace in
Africa: (1) underplaying the entrenched tensions between liberalism
and democracy in transition countries; (2) privileging the liberal over
the social; and (3) rendering politics subservient to the market.

Underplaying the tension between liberalism and democracy
Liberalism and its variants comprise only one form of democracy: liberal
democracy. It seems that the liberal peace debate has deliberately conﬂated the liberal and the democratic, hence liberal democracy, hence the
offer of ‘‘liberalism’’ as the way forward for ensuring peaceful coexistence in African countries. In this respect, Fischer laments: ‘‘This conﬂation may seem insigniﬁcant since both theorists and practitioners refer to
the liberal kind of democracy that has come to prevail in the West. Nonetheless, it is important to appreciate the signiﬁcant differences between
the democratic and the liberal aspects of these regimes in order to grasp
the peace that prevails among them.’’1
Therefore, the contention that democracy causes states to live in peace
with each other refers to particular types of states, which have developed
a long liberal tradition that goes beyond the bare existence of polyarchy
and democratic institutions (political parties, parliaments and civic associations). If the liberal peace is about promoting liberalism and its current dominant derivative – neo-liberalism – it will confront several
challenges in the democratizing African countries, which are not yet fully
democratic or liberal. They are better described as countries at various
stages of transition to democracy. These countries could hardly qualify
for being called democratic and less so liberal.
Overall, the manner in which the liberal peace is implemented has produced a serious disconnect with the political economy of African con-
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ﬂicts, which has not been sufﬁciently problematized. Hence a threepronged criticism of the liberal peace can be developed:
(1) It fails to appreciate the democratic and developmental differences
between ‘‘old’’ and ‘‘new’’ democracies. Either the liberal peace is
viewed as a technical intervention packaged and exported from old
to new democracies or its advocates care little about the poor who
endure the burden of living in harsh post-conﬂict conditions. The liberal peace theoreticians have unwittingly exaggerated the quality of
democracy in African post-conﬂict states, which are taking only the
ﬁrst steps towards ‘‘democratizing’’ at best. Put more succinctly, Barnett argues that, ‘‘[b]ecause liberal states have these desirable dispositions, peace builders have attempted to transplant and nurture
these attributes. Exhibiting their own brand of shock therapy, international peace builders attempt to transform nearly all features of
the state and society, accomplishing in a matter of months what took
decades in the West.’’2
(2) It assumes that the African countries are readily able to nurture and
integrate the ethos and core values of liberalism (or its current dominant variant, neo-liberalism) as the preferred paradigm for peace,
development, state-building and post-conﬂict development. It is legitimate to ask why, if the liberal peace attributes have been criticized
even in the more industrially developed Western economies and democracies, they should be so uncritically adopted by the African
countries.3 One consequence of this, as has been observed by Paris,
is that ‘‘liberalization prior to institutionalization has, in some instances, produced more harm than good’’.4
(3) It neglects the historic tension between liberalism and democracy.
Although liberalism entails liberal and individual property rights
and a free market, it inherently has a strong tendency towards curbing governance by the state generally in favour of a strong private
sector and civil society. The problem with this formula is that the
free market and the empowered private sector provide opportunities
for repressive, criminalized elites who were also part of the criminal
war economy. They exploit the liberal peace drive for privatization
and the free market to consolidate their power and extend war-time
strategies of accumulation through local manipulation of externally
imposed programmes of privatization and deregulation.5 Hence, in
democratic countries without a liberal tradition, such as African
post-conﬂict societies, the elected governments espouse adherence
to the democratic form but not to the substance. Some democratically elected leaders have thereby continued to abuse the human
rights of their opponents, thus betraying a main ethos of the liberal
peace.6
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Privileging the liberal over the social
This section is concerned with whether the liberal content of the liberal
peace can be uncritically exported to Africa, where the existence of fundamental social problems such as poverty and underdevelopment are major characteristics of a neo-liberal ascendancy wrapped in the romantic
appeal of peace.
Most current propositions on the virtues of the liberal peace have
something in common with Doyle’s description:
Liberal states, founded on such individual rights as equality before the law, free
speech and other civil liberties, private property, and elected representation are
fundamentally against war . . . When citizens who bear the burdens of war elect
their governments, wars become impossible. Furthermore, citizens appreciate
that the beneﬁts of trade can be enjoyed only under conditions of peace. Thus,
the very existence of liberal states, such as the United States, the European
Union and others, makes for [the liberal] peace. And so peace and democracy
are two sides of the same coin.7

Understandably, the states mentioned by Doyle as success stories of the
liberal peace (‘‘the United States, the European Union and others’’) are
‘‘old’’ democracies, economically developed and industrially advanced.
In these countries, the conditions for the liberal peace to blossom are secure. But, even here, the most capitalist amongst them – the United
States and the United Kingdom – have a modicum of social welfare policies implemented by government institutions, subcontracted to the private
sector or self-governed by the expansive philanthropic sector. Doyle was
more honest than most when he argued that, ‘‘even within the old democracies of the industrially advanced countries, there should be no expectation that a population widely sharing liberal values associated with
human rights norms will shape policy unless they have democratic representation with the transparency and accountability that can shape public
decision-making’’.8 It is doubtful whether African post-conﬂict societies
have instantaneously acquired such democratic representation.
Even if we do not question the liberal peace adherence to its liberal
content, it is not uniform or homogeneous. In reality, the liberal peace
has acquired different manifestations in different countries, producing
different forms of democratic experiences and social arrangements in order to temper the negative social effects of neo-liberalism. Obviously, the
social deﬁcits of neo-liberalism have drawn bellicose criticism even within
the West, and much more so in poor underdeveloped countries.9
The current concern with the ‘‘liberal’’ peace in Africa neglects the
dire social conditions of its people and treats the continent as if its coun-
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tries were socially on a par with countries for which liberalism has delivered the peace dividend. The expectation is that the structural parallel
will prevail, as Doyle suggests: ‘‘When citizens who bear the burdens of
war elect their governments, wars become impossible. Furthermore, citizens appreciate that the beneﬁts of trade can be enjoyed only under conditions of peace.’’10
However, in Africa, where more than 50 per cent of the population live
below the poverty line, considerations such as individual rights, equality
before the law, free speech, private property and elected representation,
which are very important human values, do not by themselves translate
into prosperity to be enjoyed in peace. Nor do these values, noble and
cherished as they are, allow the majority of African citizens, who are poor,
to realize the beneﬁts of free trade, in which their personal, national and
global share is negligible (less than 2 per cent of world trade).11 The neglect of the ‘‘social’’ in the liberal peace is complicated by the promulgation of policies that have systematically undermined the state’s minimal
support of social welfare in the form of subsidizing basic goods. In other
words, the economic liberalization conditionality of the liberal peace has
not been helpful because there is no evidence to suggest that the free
market has reduced poverty or contributed to equality. Cooper laments
that, at ‘‘the global level, neoliberalism has fostered a particular kind of
globalization that in simultaneously weakening states and fostering the
free movement of goods, has created conditions under which local conﬂict entrepreneurs have been able to utilize ﬂexible worldwide trading
networks to generate global revenues from local predation’’.12 In other
words, the beneﬁciaries of the peace dividend are the very criminal elements that beneﬁted from the political economy of war and exacerbated
conﬂict.
Although the liberal peace paradigm has expanded the number of thin
democracies, its emphasis on neo-liberal economics as the preferred policy choice for post-conﬂict states has exacerbated economic marginalization among the poor, increased poverty and fomented grievance and
social injustice. This has undermined social peace and could in certain
circumstances contribute to violent conﬂict.

Rendering politics subservient to the market
Advocacy of the liberal peace is informed by the triumph of the neoliberal paradigm over various forms of authoritarianism where ‘‘institutionalism’’ has become the dominant force informing economic and political liberalization. International ﬁnancial institutions such as the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) preach the primacy
of institutionalism – the market and New Policy Management in the area
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of economic governance, and the rule of law and democratic governance
in the case of political institutions.13 These global ﬁnancial governance
institutions also seek institutionalism as the preferred perspective for
post-conﬂict development, including humanitarian assistance.
Christian Morrison asks whether IMF humanitarian emergency programmes cause conﬂict.14 In answering this question he distinguishes between soft repression, as a response to strikes and demonstrations, and
hard repression, which contributes to major violent conﬂict. In his view,
although IMF programmes are likely to cause soft repression, they do
not cause hard repression. Morrison argues that hard repression is infrequent and short-lived. He therefore calls for soft repression or a limited
humanitarian emergency to be anticipated in the design of adjustment
or liberalization programmes. Two propositions are plausible here. First,
although Morrison’s analysis is logical, the situation on the ground indicates that the international community regards humanitarian emergencies as short-lived, as are the social costs associated with them. In most
cases, humanitarian emergency programmes are ﬁnanced on a shortterm basis, whereas the social justice deﬁcits emanating from the conﬂict
are ongoing and often not taken into account in the adjustment policies.
Second, most conﬂict-stricken countries are ill prepared to manage longterm social safety-nets and as such often do little to alter the post-conﬂict
situation or to remedy the fundamental social problems that were responsible for conﬂict. In fact, humanitarian emergency programmes dealing
with social costs have not been successful owing to their short-term nature. In other words, the programmes are treated by their architects as
part of a short-term humanitarian emergency designed to reduce the political tension associated with the social hardships exacerbated by conﬂict
and latterly associated with economic liberalization.
In relation to post-conﬂict states, Newman and Richmond observe
that ‘‘the liberal peace is generally agreed to be the objective of peace
processes’’ and ‘‘this means that any outcome should ostensibly be
democratic, incorporate free and globalised markets, and aspire to human rights protection and the rule of law, justice, and economic development’’.15 Paraphrased in the language of the political economy of
post-conﬂict reconstruction, free markets and economic development
constitute the economic dimension of the liberal peace, whereas human
rights protection, the rule of law and justice comprise the political dimension. Hence, it is safe to argue that the economics of the liberal peace
has become synonymous with economic liberalization and free tradecum-market principles, and political liberalization has become synonymous with democratization. In particular, political liberalization has
invoked political reform programmes, which in most African countries
included constitutional reforms to allow the formation of political parties
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and civic associations. This development has opened up a limited political
space for electoral competition and the reform of statutory, penal and administrative structures that once impeded any political activities outside
the conﬁnes of the ruling political party. As the case studies presented
below will illustrate, these political, legal and administrative reforms
extended civil liberties previously curbed under authoritarian one-party
regimes, thus allowing the emergence of autonomous civil society and
non-governmental organizations (NGOs). However, none of the countries used as case studies in this chapter has been capable of matching
economic liberalization with tangible economic beneﬁts for the poor,
whose numbers have increased rather than decreased.16
Because of the economic and political conditionality implemented
by the democratizing developing countries under the auspices of global
ﬁnancial governance, African post-conﬂict states have adopted the economic and public policy orientations of the neo-liberal globalization
paradigm.17 The inﬂuence of international ﬁnancial institutions is such
that all major state political and policy-making institutions adhere to a
broadly deﬁned free market paradigm. As has already been amply demonstrated by Paris for Angola, Liberia, Mozambique, Namibia, Rwanda
and Sierra Leone, rapid privatization and free market ﬁxes have failed
to ensure that the peace dividend is evenly shared and, in some cases,
peace itself was jeopardized.18 In fact, the sections of the population
who suffered most as a result of war are the very ones who have been excluded and marginalized. In some post-conﬂict societies, peace has rewarded those who perpetuated the war and operated the ‘‘criminal
economy’’, which prolonged the conﬂict. It simultaneously disempowered
and ignored the combatants either worse off after demobilization or frustrated with a peace that has failed to improve their quality of life.
Liberal peace sequencing (from stabilization through transition to consolidation), including formulations that require the United Nations temporarily to take over the administration of collapsed states, has been
suggested as a practical measure for mitigating the downside of liberalization in post-conﬂict states. Although sequencing can address some
practical issues, fundamental problems associated with the manner in
which the liberal peace is implemented are most likely to hamper its full
potential. Two problems are common to post-conﬂict societies. First, the
difﬁculty of determining when war ends and peace starts, let alone
the onset of a clearly identiﬁable post-conﬂict situation, necessitates ﬂexible sequencing arrangements, which are often beset by protracted ﬂareups of conﬂict after the signing of peace agreements. In choosing which
form of sequencing to adopt, one should be mindful of the tacit knowledge that ‘‘peace’’ and ‘‘post-conﬂict’’ mean different things for different actors (spoilers, warlords, victims, lobbying and advocacy groups,
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interested international entities). Secondly, the political economy of
peace or post-conﬂict situations is replete with social conﬂicts engendered by the blind spots (mentioned at the beginning of this chapter)
that mar the implementation of the liberal peace.19 Hence, the positive
attributes of sequencing are enhanced or undermined by the interaction
of the internal determinants and wider environment (neo-liberalism) informing the implementation of the liberal peace.
Economic liberalization policies implemented under the pretext of the
liberal peace have certainly made politics in post-conﬂict states subservient to the market, with market forces being exploited by predatory states
and warlords. Some warlords become commercial cartels and are considered legitimate political operators under the watchful eye of the international ﬁnancial institutions, and they are often protected by economic
policy reforms advocated by the liberal peace lobby. Although most postconﬂict governments have proclaimed themselves democratic, in fact
they own the political agenda but not the national economic and public
policies agreed upon in global consensus agendas such as the Washington
Consensus. This contention leads me to contextualize these debating
points and delineate a few common features of the political economy of
African conﬂicts.

The political economy of African conﬂicts
The political economy of African conﬂicts is generally informed by the
nascent politics of underdevelopment, which determines the ﬂow of resources between states, the dominant social and political forces, rent
seekers, losers and gainers, and amongst various segments of society.
This particular type of political economy is overwhelmed by greed or
grievance,20 opportunities for rebellion,21 a dependence on commodity
exports such as oil, non-fuel minerals and agricultural goods,22 or the
‘‘resource curse’’ enigma.23 In general terms, African underdevelopment
gives its conﬂicts a special dimension involving poverty and want. These
conﬂicts are about material or non-material resources and the attempt to
redress real or perceived governance deﬁcits in states captured by competing power elites for private gain.
African conﬂicts often emanate from an interplay between internal
root causes and external pressures. Table 7.1 summarizes the political
economy of conﬂicts in 12 African countries, supported by documented
evidence. The dominance of economic factors as the root cause of conﬂict in poor economies should not come as a surprise, and leads to the
following observations:
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Table 7.1 Dominant political economy explanations of some African conﬂicts
Country

Dominant political economy explanation

South Africa

Apartheid informed the political economy of liberation and the
struggle for social justice. The apartheid regime conferred civil
rights on the white population to the exclusion of black Africans.
The white regime also controlled the state and its coercive
powers and the economy, including the rich mineral resources of
the country, with deliberate and systematic governmentsponsored policies that excluded the majority black populations.
Decolonization struggle against the South African occupation of
the country and the exploitation of alluvial gemstones and land
by the white populations. As an extension of South Africa’s
apartheid regime, the occupation fostered social exclusion and
the denial of civil, political and human rights. Democratic rights
and political participation were conferred on white colonial
settlers, who also controlled the state, the economy and the rich
mineral resources of the country.
Excessive centralization policies, which antagonized a loose
indirect rule of kingdoms and chieftainships established during
the colonial era, failed. Some kingdoms espoused separatist
intentions (Busoga, Teso and Buganda), which ignited the anger
of the army (most of which was recruited from the poor
northern ethnic groups) and resulted in a military coup.
Regional inequalities between the South and the North were
increased by civil war (which has ended in the South, Centre,
East and West, but until recently continued in the North).
The liberation struggle was a result of decolonization failure, a
reaction to annexation by Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia in
1962. Eritrea was liberated from Ethiopia in 1991 and became
independent in 1993 under the leadership of the Eritrean
People’s Liberation Front (EPLF).
Failure to democratize the post-colonial state, which was initially
dominated by the Tutsi (minority) and soon changed hands to
the Hutu (majority). State-building failure was augmented by
externally imposed programmes of neo-liberal reform that
created the conditions for the initiation and perpetuation of
conﬂict.
Hegemonic bipolar power inﬂuences and ideological rivalry
during the Cold War. Factors inﬂuencing the conﬂict were: the
opportunity for rebellion, the resource curse (oil), and greed and
grievances (arising from mean income per capita, male
secondary schooling, economic growth rate and inequality).
Factors inﬂuencing the conﬂict were: the opportunity for
rebellion and the resource curse (alluvial gemstones and timber),
combined with greed and grievances (arising from mean income
per capita, male secondary schooling leaving youth without
employment or hope, low to negative economic growth rate and
inequality).

Namibia

Uganda

Eritrea

Rwanda

Angola

Congo, D.R.
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Table 7.1 (cont.)
Country

Dominant political economy explanation

Liberia

Cronyism and rent-seeking activities involving private investment, state bureaucracy, the army and powerful chiefs, who
operated as intermediaries exploiting timber concessions
together with foreign ﬁrms. Neo-liberal prescriptions coupled
with a changing global economy provided no incentive to
develop state institutions or to prevent the collapse of the formal
economy.
Decolonization failure, hegemonic power inﬂuences and ideological rivalry during the Cold War, coupled with the destabilization policies of South Africa’s apartheid regime, a serious
human rights deﬁcit, ethnic cleavages and regional disparities.
Competition between monarchist and republican elites over
control of an extractive state and the resources of the state, with
the minority (Tutsi) using military dominance to exclude the
majority (Hutu). The Tutsi elite also exploited state patronage
to support a well-entrenched rent-seeking business sector
augmented by competition over a densely populated country.
Real or perceived elite control over an extractive authoritarian
(Amhara dominated) imperial regime, succeeded by military
socialist regimes (Amhara ethnic group) to the exclusion of
others (Somali, Tigray, Oromo, Afar ethnic groups) and the
annexation of Eritrea, which was under the trusteeship of
Ethiopia as a result of a Second World War settlement.
Factors inﬂuencing the conﬂict were: the opportunity for
rebellion and the resource curse (gold, alluvial gemstones and
timber), combined with greed and grievances (arising from mean
income per capita, male secondary schooling, declining economic
growth rate and inequality). The presence of an ethnically
divided rent-seeking elite, some of whom were prepared to used
the army as an extension of civilian rule.

Mozambique

Burundi

Ethiopia

Sierra Leone

Sources:
South Africa: Ian Bremme and Sebastian Spio-Garbrah, ‘‘South Africa’s
Troubled Success Story’’, Survival, vol. 49, no. 1 (2007), pp. 7–14.
Namibia: Robert J. Grifﬁths, ‘‘Democratization and Civil–Military Relations in
Namibia, South Africa and Mozambique’’, Third World Quarterly, vol. 17, no.
3 (1996); G. Bauer, ‘‘Namibia in the First Decade of Independence: How Democratic?’’, Journal of Southern African Studies, vol. 27, no. 1 (2001); Colin Leys,
‘‘The Security Situation and the Transfer of Power in Namibia’’, Review of African Political Economy, vol. 16, nos 45–46 (2007).
Uganda: Joe Oloka-Onyango, ‘‘New-Breed Leadership, Conﬂict, and Reconstruction in the Great Lakes Region of Africa: A Sociopolitical Biography of
Uganda’s Yoweri Kaguta Museveni’’, Africa Today, vol. 50 (Spring 2004), pp.
30–52; Sverker Finnstrom, ‘‘Wars of the Past and War in the Present: The
Lord’s Resistance Movement/Army in Uganda’’, Africa, vol. 76, no. 2 (2006),
pp. 200–220; and Jeroen de Zeeuw, ‘‘Projects Do Not Create Institutions: The
Record of Democracy Assistance in Post-Conﬂict Societies’’, Democratization,
vol. 12, no. 4 (2005), pp. 481–504.
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Table 7.1 (cont.)
Eritrea: Debessay Hedru, ‘‘Eritrea: Transition to Dictatorship, 1991–2003’’, Review of African Political Economy, vol. 30, no. 97 (2003), pp. 435–444; Richard
Reid, ‘‘Caught in the Headlights of History: Eritrea, the EPLF and the PostWar Nation-State’’, Journal of Modern African Studies, vol. 43, no. 3 (2005),
pp. 467–488; and David Pool, From Guerrillas to Government: The Eritrean
People’s Liberation Front, East African Studies (Athens: Ohio University
Press, 2001).
Rwanda: An Ansoms, ‘‘Resurrection after Civil War and Genocide: Growth, Poverty and Inequality in Post-conﬂict Rwanda’’, European Journal of Development Research, vol. 17, no. 3 (2005), pp. 495–508; Filip Reyntjens, ‘‘Post-1994
Politics in Rwanda: Problematising, Liberation and Democratisation?’’, Third
World Quarterly, vol. 27, no 6 (2006), p. 1103; Helen Hintjens, ‘‘Explaining
the 1994 Genocide in Rwanda’’, Journal of Modern African Studies, vol. 37,
no. 2 (1999), pp. 241–286; and Peter Uvin, ‘‘Difﬁcult Choices in the New Postconﬂict Agenda: The International Community in Rwanda after the Genocide’’, Third World Quarterly, vol. 22, no. 2 (2001), p. 177.
Angola: Steve Kibble, ‘‘Angola: Can the Politics of Disorder Become the Politics
of Democratisation and Development?’’, African Political Economy, no. 109
(2006), p. 525; Julia Maxted, ‘‘Exploitation of Energy Resources in Africa and
the Consequences for Minority Rights’’, Journal of Development Studies, vol.
22, no. 1 (2006), pp. 29–37; and Manuel E. Ferreira, ‘‘Development and the
Peace Dividend Insecurity Paradox in Angola’’, European Journal of Development Research, vol. 17, no. 3 (2005), pp. 509–524.
Congo, D.R.: M. W. Nest, F. Grignon and Emizet F. Kisangani. The Democratic
Republic of Congo: Economic Dimensions of War and Peace, Occasional Paper
(New York: International Peace Academy, 2006); and David Moore, ‘‘Neoliberal Globalisation and the Triple Crisis of Modernisation in Africa: Zimbabwe,
the Democratic Republic of the Congo and South Africa’’, Third World Quarterly, vol. 22, no. 6 (2001), pp. 909–930.
Liberia: Amos Sawyer, Beyond Plunder: Democracy and Governance in Liberia
(London: Lynne Rienner, 2005); Patrick Johnston, ‘‘Timber Booms, State Busts:
The Political Economy of Liberian Timber’’, Review of African Political Economy, vol. 31, no. 101 (2004), pp. 441–456; Paul Richards, Fighting for the Rainforest: War, Youth and Resources in Sierra Leone (London: Heinemann, 1996);
Paul Richards, ‘‘To Fight or to Farm: Agrarian Dimensions of the Mano River
Conﬂict (Liberia and Sierra Leone)’’, African Affairs, vol. 104, no. 417 (2005),
pp. 571–590; Reno Williams, ‘‘The Politics of Violent Opposition in Collapsing
States’’, Government and Opposition, vol. 104, no. 2 (2005); and Adekeye Adebajo, Building Peace in West Africa: Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Guinea-Bissau
(Boulder, CO, and London: Lynne Rienner, 2002).
Mozambique: Pekka Vertanen, ‘‘Deﬁning the Other: Democracy in Mozambique
within a Historical Perspective’’, African and Asian Studies Journal, vol. 2, no. 3
(2003), pp. 233–258; Obede Baloi, ‘‘Electoral Choice and Practice and the
Democratic Process in Mozambique’’, Journal of African Elections, vol. 2, no.
1 (2003).
Burundi: Thomas Laely, ‘‘Peasants, Local Communities, and Central Power in
Burundi’’, Journal of Modern African Studies, vol. 35, no. 4 (1997), pp. 695–
716; F. Ngaruko and J. D. Nkurunziza, ‘‘An Economic Interpretation of Conﬂict in Burundi’’, Journal of African Economies, vol. 9, no. 3 (2000), pp. 370–
409.
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Table 7.1 (cont.)
Ethiopia: Abbay Alemseged, ‘‘Diversity and State-Building in Ethiopia’’, African
Affairs, vol. 103, no. 413 (2004), pp. 593–614; and David Pool, From Guerrillas
to Government: The Eritrean People’s Liberation Front, East African Studies
(Athens: Ohio University Press, 2001).
Sierra Leone: M. A. Mohamed Salih, African Democracies and African Politics
(London: Pluto, 2001); Johan Hirsch, ‘‘War in Sierra Leone’’, Survival, vol. 43,
no. 2 (2001), pp. 145–162; David Keen, Conﬂict and Collusion in Sierra Leone
(Oxford: James Currey, 2005); Richard Fanthorpe, ‘‘On the Limits of the Liberal Peace in Post-war Sierra Leone’’, African Affairs, vol. 105 (2006), pp. 27–
49; and Richard Snyder, ‘‘Does Lootable Wealth Breed Disorder? A Political
Economy of Extraction Framework’’, Comparative Political Studies, vol. 39,
no. 8 (2006), pp. 943–968.

 Although ethnicity is an important factor in conﬂict situations, it does
not feature as a direct cause. Rather, in most cases ethnicity has been
manipulated by competing power elites who deploy it as an instrument
of political mobilization. The existence of ethnic cleavages is not in itself a cause of conﬂict.24 However, some studies reveal that societies
with serious ethnic cleavages had a 50 per cent higher probability of
civil war than either homogeneous or less diverse societies.25 Since
1989, of 37 countries involved in conﬂict, only 25 have experienced
ethnic conﬂict.26 Studies of conﬂict have tended to be dominated by
ethno-political analysis; this emphasizes the idea of ethnic conﬂict while
neglecting political economy factors that might provide valuable alternative interpretations of the sources and nature of conﬂict.
 As a result of the decline in foreign ﬁnancial and military support during the 1980s and early 1990s, warring parties depended primarily on
exploiting and trading domestic resources, where economic criminality
and corruption thrive.27 Sustaining any conﬂict requires vast resources
to maintain a ﬁghting force and to secure the ﬂow of arms and equipment. Thus the political economy of war and violent struggle to control
these resources becomes ﬁerce and unrelenting.
 A major difference between some cases of decolonization (Eritrea,
Mozambique and Namibia) and second liberation conﬂicts (Burundi,
Ethiopia, Rwanda and Uganda) is that they are characterized by less
obvious economic criminality and predatory behaviour than are Angola,
the Democratic Republic of Congo, Liberia and Sierra Leone. These
wars could be referred to as new wars, ‘‘which occur in situations in
which state revenues decline because of the decline of the economy as
well as the spread of criminality, corruption and inefﬁciency, violence
is increasingly privatized both as a result of growing organized crime
and the emergence of paramilitary groups and political legitimacy is
disappearing’’.28 However, this does not imply that there were no
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politico-economic considerations behind war in these countries. It
means that the disputants’ reliance on domestic resources made their
natural riches a focus of conﬂict, with its own internal logic and external beneﬁciaries and trading partners.
 Without exception, all 12 case-study countries are caught in the
poverty–conﬂict trap. As low-income democracies (even in South
Africa and Namibia the majority of the population live below the poverty line, earning less than US$1 a day), they ‘‘tend to have relatively
high levels of instability, and this probably tended to increase their
risk of civil war’’.29
The political economy of African post-conﬂict recovery incorporates,
by necessity, multiple and often contradictory interests represented by
a multitude of interest groups. These include disputants, spoilers, state
operators, armed forces, private business, political parties of different
ethnic, religious and regional persuasions, and the citizenry at large.
Some of the stakeholders are outsiders (NGOs, democracy and peace activists, human rights defenders and humanitarian agents and agencies),
though I must hasten to add that in most cases they come to help with
good intentions. Multilateral global political and economic governance is
also directly or indirectly involved in perpetuating political economy
trends.
Generally, African post-conﬂict states have made some tangible
achievements in respect to what could typically be described as the dominant political dimension of the liberal paradigm. Using Freedom House
data,30 Table 7.2 shows that the majority of post-conﬂict governments
are ‘‘Not Free’’ or ‘‘Partly Free’’, with the exception of Namibia and
South Africa, which are ‘‘Free’’. Three observations are worth making:
(1) South Africa and Namibia are the only countries found by Freedom
House to be ‘‘Free’’ out of the 11 listed, and, as Table 7.3 shows, they
are also better off in terms of the Human Development Index (HDI)
and have the highest per capita incomes (US$11,192 and US$7,418,
respectively).
(2) Most countries have maintained their status as ‘‘Free’’, ‘‘Partly Free’’
or ‘‘Not Free’’. The only real improvement occurred in Burundi,
which was promoted from ‘‘Not Free’’ to ‘‘Partly Free’’ in 2004.
(3) All three countries with a long tradition of multi-party democracy
(for example Sierra Leone), and even those with exclusionary democracies before the transition to multi-party democracy (Namibia
and South Africa), are better able to manage the transition and remain either ‘‘Free’’ (Namibia and South Africa) or ‘‘Partly Free’’ (Sierra Leone). As Table 7.2 also illustrates, liberal dispensations have
paid off in terms of political rights and civil liberties, although these
attributes do not hold true for real improvements in the HDI.31
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Table 7.2 Political rights (PR), civil liberties (CL) and freedom status in African post-conﬂict states, 2002–2006
2002
Country
South Africa
Namibia
Uganda
Eritrea
Rwanda
Angola
D.R. Congo
Mozambique
Burundi
Ethiopia
Sierra Leone

PR

CL

1
2
6
7
7
6
6
3
6
5
4

2
3
4
6
5
5
6
4
5
5
4

2004
Status
Free
Free
Partly Free
Not Free
Not Free
Not Free
Not Free
Partly Free
Not Free
Partly Free
Partly Free

PR

CL

1
2
5
7
6
6
6
3
5
5
4

2
3
4
6
5
5
6
4
5
5
3

2006
Status
Free
Free
Partly Free
Not Free
Not Free
Not Free
Not Free
Partly Free
Partly Free
Partly Free
Partly Free

PR

CL

1
2
5
7
6
6
5
3
4
5
4

2
2
4
6
5
5
6
4
5
5
3

Status
Free
Free
Partly Free
Not Free
Not free
Not Free
Not Free
Partly Free
Partly Free
Partly Free
Partly Free

Source: Freedom House, Freedom in the World Country Ratings database, hhttp://www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?
page=439i (accessed 19 May 2009).
Notes: Political rights and civil liberties are measured on a 1–7 scale, with 1 representing the highest degree of freedom and 7 the
lowest. Until 2003, countries whose combined average ratings for Political Rights and for Civil Liberties fell between 1.0 and 2.5
were designated ‘‘Free’’, between 3.0 and 5.5 ‘‘Partly Free’’, and between 5.5 and 7.0 ‘‘Not Free’’. Beginning with the ratings for
2003, countries whose combined average ratings fall between 3.0 and 5.0 are ‘‘Partly Free’’, and those between 5.5 and 7.0 are
‘‘Not Free’’. Liberia is excluded because of lack of data owing to the civil war.
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Table 7.3 lists African post-conﬂict states according to their ranking on
the HDI. It illustrates that the majority of African post-conﬂict states remain poor despite the fact that all of them have achieved a reasonable
level of economic growth. With the exception of South Africa and Namibia, African post-conﬂict states rank amongst the poorest 27 countries in
the world.
Since 1990, income poverty has fallen in all world regions except subSaharan Africa, which is ‘‘the only region that has witnessed an increase
both in the incidence of poverty and in the absolute number of poor.
Some 300 million people – almost half of the region’s population – live
on less than $1 a day.’’32 The populations of African post-conﬂict states
have the lowest Human Poverty Index (a composite index measuring
deprivations in the three basic dimensions captured in the Human Development Index – living a long healthy life, knowledge and a decent standard of living), again with the exception of Namibia and South Africa,
ranging from 30.9 per cent for South Africa to 55.3 per cent for Ethiopia.
The populations living below the poverty line are relatively large, ranging
from 36.4 per cent in Burundi to 70.2 per cent in Sierra Leone. Whether
some of these countries are better off than countries that have not experienced violent conﬂicts does not matter because their recent collective
memories and low HDI magnify the prospect of social conﬂicts and political instability in those seemingly peaceful poor countries as well.
For example, although Mozambique provides a showcase of the liberal
peace political transition to ‘‘democracy’’ and economic growth successes, its laudable achievements remain fragile and not as dazzling as
originally thought. In this respect, Weinstein acknowledges that:
On the ground in Mozambique, however, the continuation of this upward trajectory looks anything but guaranteed. The newspapers hint at trouble just beneath the surface: two major bank failures, the assassination of the country’s
most respected independent journalist, the continued depreciation of the currency, and stop-and-start talks between the Liberation Front of Mozambique
(Frelimo, as the ruling party is usually called) and its main political rival, the
Mozambican National Resistance (Renamo), about how to share power at the
local level. In November 2000, when police in the city of Montepuez killed
demonstrators challenging the government’s claim to have won that year’s national elections, tensions nearly exploded into large-scale violence.33

Englebert and Tull’s most recent commentary is less generous, calling
Mozambique, indeed the whole post-conﬂict reconstruction in Africa,
‘‘Flawed Ideas about Failed States’’. They lament that ‘‘[e]ven Africa’s
earlier success stories, such as Mozambique, which completed its postconﬂict transition in 1994, remain weak states dependent on international
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Table 7.3 Human Development Index (HDI) for African post-conﬂict states

HDI
Country
South Africa
Namibia
Uganda
Eritrea
Rwanda
Angola
D.R. Congo
Mozambique
Burundi
Ethiopia
Sierra Leone

Life
expectancy
at birth

Adult literacy
rate (aged
15 and older)

Human Poverty
Index

Rank

Value

Rank

Years

Rank

Rate (%)

Rank

Value (%)

121
125
145
157
158
161
167
168
169
170
176

0.653
0.626
0.502
0.454
0.450
0.439
0.391
0.390
0.384
0.371
0.335

156
155
150
143
162
169
165
168
163
153
170

47.0
47.2
48.4
54.3
44.2
41.0
43.5
41.6
44.0
47.8
41.0

76
73
104
–
105
102
103
–
109
163
122

82.4
85.0
66.8
–
64.9
67.4
67.2
–
59.3
36.0
35.1

53
57
62
70
67
79
80
94
78
98
95

30.9
32.5
36.0
38.1
37.3
40.9
40.9
48.9
40.7
55.3
51.9

Below
national
poverty
line (%)

–
–
37.7
53.0
60.3
–
–
69.4
36.4
44.2
70.2

GDP
per capita
Rank

PPP US$

55
75
148
161
149
125
168
150
169
166
172

11,192
7,418
1,478
977
1,263
2,180
705
1,237
677
756
561

Source: Compiled from United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report 2006 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), Table 1, pp. 283–286, and Table 3, pp. 292–294.
Note: Liberia is excluded owing to the lack of data.
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aid, and have faced setbacks’’. Instead of espousing lofty ideas about
post-conﬂict reconstruction, Englebert and Tull’s advice is simple: ‘‘Encouraging indigenous state formation efforts and constructive bargaining
between social forces and governments might prove a more fruitful
approach for donors to the problem of Africa’s failed states.’’34
Not only do cautious assessments prevail in the academic discourse,
but respected liberal peace practitioners’ assessments provide an equally
mixed picture. The UK Department for International Development
(DFID) describes Mozambique’s successes as follows:
There have been numerous achievements in the governance of Mozambique
since the 1990s including: the introduction of a multi-party democracy within
a strongly secular state; the holding of ﬁve free and fair elections – some with
localised conﬂict and an opposition boycott; the decision by a President not to
press for a third term in ofﬁce; conversion to a market economy; the rebuilding
of the infrastructure of government, the judiciary, and parliament; and progress
in a wide-ranging programme of public sector and legal reforms.35

Mozambique’s achievements are those typically expected to be delivered
by the liberal peace. However, DFID’s upbeat description of Mozambique’s political successes should be tempered with some stark realities
in post-conﬂict Mozambique:
 The impact of the political achievements and economic growth has for
many, especially among the rural poor, been modest and the impact of
government and public services is low. Regional inequalities remain
high.
 Parliament remains relatively weak and dominated by one political
party and civil society has failed to mobilize, which carries the risk
that the government and the ruling party will become less accountable
to the people of Mozambique.
 There is the possibility that Mozambique will develop into a society of
fear, ‘‘considering the impunity of growing criminal activities by organized crime networks and the ineffectiveness of the police and justice
systems.’’36 An assessment by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) is equally critical, pointing out that
‘‘[t]he key problem in the judiciary is corruption. It manifests itself in
the buying and selling of verdicts, the exertion of political control over
judicial outcomes, losing evidence or case ﬁles, intimidation of witnesses, and freeing of key suspects.’’37
If the rule of law is one of the cardinal points of the liberal peace, reading through the two assessments by DFID and USAID one cannot
help but argue that Mozambique offers an excellent example of where
the liberal peace has apparently delivered on its growth promise but
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also apparently lagged behind in the political civil rights side of the equation. Even here, economic growth has typically concentrated amongst the
few, leaving out the many and the rural poor. Looking at the bigger picture, notwithstanding qualiﬁed successes, the results of these operations
in Africa have been paltry, particularly as regards the establishment of
self-sustaining state institutions, as the case of Sierra Leone illustrates.
Sierra Leone offers an interesting case in that it is rich in natural resources (diamonds, timber, fertile lands) and is often cited as epitomizing
what is known as the ‘‘resource curse’’. The conﬂict (1996–2002) destroyed many lives and claimed most of the infrastructure, including government institutions, roads, schools and health facilities. On the positive
side, in addition to two post-conﬂict elections held in 2002 and 2007,38
‘‘the government’s presence has been re-established throughout the
country. Many refugees and displaced people have returned and the
economy has begun to recover.’’39 Michael Chege did not exaggerate
when he called Sierra Leone ‘‘the state that came back from the dead’’.40
However, according to Thomson, ‘‘Sierra Leone remains stubbornly at
the bottom of the UN Human Development Index and recent improvements may not be sustainable unless other dimensions of governance improve too. Re-establishing institutions carries with it the risk that old
abuses will return.’’41 The overall picture in terms of post-conﬂict economic and political achievements is mixed:
(1) ‘‘The government’s attempts to tackle widespread corruption
through the judicial process have made little impact . . . implementation is at an early stage . . . [and] it is too soon to say that opportunities for corruption have been reduced on a sustainable basis’’;
(2) although district councils have been established, ‘‘rivalry with the
chiefdoms means that it is far from clear that decentralization will
succeed in promoting stronger citizen participation and better service
delivery’’;
(3) ‘‘little progress has been made in reforming the judicial system and
civil service, or in developing credible checks on executive power
through parliament, the media and civil society’’; and
(4) ‘‘the source of political power in Sierra Leone is in patronage networks and it seems that the old patterns are emerging again’’.42
The International Crisis Group (ICG) was not generous even in its account of the 2007 elections, which were hailed by many as a landmark in
the country’s post-conﬂict democratic experience. The ICG argues that
‘‘Sierra Leone’s ﬁrst post-transition elections in 2007, for example, were
marred by violence. Youth who fought in the civil war continue to be
marginalized; the economy has stagnated; and economic mismanagement
remains rampant.’’43
Wyrod gives credence to the Chatham House and International Crisis
Group reports, which clearly mirror views solicited by practitioners. Dur-
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ing its relatively short post-conﬂict experience, Sierra Leone has been
able to maintain a steady consolidation of peace despite the prevalence
of three major problems: (1) a long legacy of corruption, which exacerbates political tension and increases the potential for conﬂict; (2) ‘‘access
to justice remains severely restricted’’ and ‘‘district courts and customarylaw bodies controlled by local chiefs remain corrupt and dysfunctional’’;
and (3) ‘‘restrictions on freedom of information and the press continue
to limit oversight and criticism of the government to an unhealthy
degree’’.44
At least three conclusions can be teased out from the cases of Mozambique and Sierra Leone, despite their socioeconomic and political differences. Mozambique is a dominant-party state and the political entities
that conducted the civil war are still politically active. In Sierra Leone,
the situation is different in that in the 2007 elections the All People’s
Congress unseated the Sierra Leone People’s Party, which had governed
the country since independence from the United Kingdom in 1961.45
First, although Sierra Leone is endowed with huge mineral and other natural resources, Mozambique, with its meagre resources and more or less
regular ﬂoods, has managed to maintain a higher rate of growth thanks to
huge international investment.46 Second, whereas Sierra Leone attained
its independence as a multi-party democracy (until the 1996 military coup
heralded the onset of the civil war), Mozambique’s democratic experience is very recent and began only with the end of the civil war in 1994.
In neither case, however, has democratic progress reduced, let alone
eliminated, certain forms of serious democratic deﬁcit associated with
the heavy-handed treatment of political opponents. Third, the difﬁculties
emanating from the political economy of conﬂict and the proposed neoliberal solutions have not been given sufﬁcient attention. Table 7.3 clearly
illustrates that, despite the fact that Mozambique has performed better
than Sierra Leone, the liberal peace dividend has not paid off in terms
of tangible socioeconomic improvements in the lives of the majority of
the population, who still by and large live under the stress of poverty.
In essence, the liberal peace has actually privileged the liberal over the
social.

The political economy of liberal peace in post-conﬂict
situations
In addition to the myriad criticisms of the theory and the practice of liberal peace in post-conﬂict African states, a major disappointment is its
irreconcilability with the social conditions of underdeveloped economies.
Its advocates, in their zealous drive to expand the ethos of the liberal
peace, have neglected the fact that they are dealing with societies
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crippled by acute poverty, destitution, endemic and pandemic disease,
and debt, to mention but a few. Although spreading democracy, human
rights and the rule of law is a noble endeavour in its own right, it ignores
the fact that the political economy of liberalism, in both its philosophical
tenets and its practice, is incompatible with the socioeconomic and political conditions obtaining in post-conﬂict societies.
Tony Addison examines the interaction between countries emerging
from civil war and the global economy by asking, ‘‘Does that interaction
help or hinder their transition from war to peace? And in what ways
could global economic policy be improved to facilitate their ‘post-conﬂict’
recovery?’’47 These questions, which are of a political economy nature,
are important enough to merit some elaboration. Addison concludes
that a neo-liberal peacebuilding blueprint is a prescription for free market economies and the privatization of public services, which often hurt
the poor and the weaker economic sectors, such as small and medium enterprises, through which the majority of the population subsist. His suggestion is that ‘‘[o]utward-orientated development strategies can consist
of low protection of the domestic market (to encourage exporting), direct
subsidies to exporters, or import-protection combined with implicit export subsidies – proﬁts from domestic sales reinvested in an export-drive.
Today, WTO membership and rules imply considerably less scope for using import protection and subsidies as part of a development strategy.’’48
According to Carbonnier, another reason for adopting these outwardoriented development strategies within the political economy of the liberal peace is that ‘‘internal conﬂict offers huge proﬁt opportunities to a
small minority while living conditions dramatically deteriorate for the
vast majority. War therefore tends to increase income concentration and
widen the gap between rich and poor. Much is then at stake during the
reconstruction phase.’’49 Implicit in this statement is that liberal packages
alone cannot work and what is needed are ways to reduce the grievances
created by income concentration and to mitigate poverty by targeting the
poor. Moreover, ‘‘the ensuing collapse of market entitlements for large
groups of people makes it highly dangerous to rely exclusively on the
market to allocate resources, set prices and ﬁx factor incomes’’.50
Instead, we observe that the types of policies that could deliver goods
and services for the poor are the very ones that global ﬁnancial governance institutions such as the World Bank and the IMF have proscribed
as a condition for supporting economic reform programmes for postconﬂict reconstruction. The contradictions of the economic and political
liberalization dimensions of the liberal peace reﬂect, according to Sriram
(Chapter 6 in this volume), a ‘‘particular liberal internationalist paradigm, one that relies excessively on two strategies – developing market
economies and developing certain features of liberal democratic domestic
politics – as pathways to peace. Yet, many states emerging from conﬂict
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have little or no experience with market economies or democracy, and an
emphasis on these may be both inappropriate and destabilizing’’, at least
in the initial transitional stages.
The political economy that gave way to conﬂict is often woven into the
new conﬂict-prone political economy of the liberal peace, which is supported by and based on ‘‘criminal markets’’. This requires state intervention at least to protect vulnerable sections of the population who easily
fall prey to the predators. Addison describes this shady and criminal
economy as being no stranger to the free market in a globalized world.
Conﬂict countries have many points of contact to the global economy, including: ﬂows of illegally-produced and internationally traded minerals and
narcotics; ﬂows of ﬁnance involved in the looting of national assets; and the
subsequent transmission of the money offshore. Flows of information as new
communications technologies are used to organize war economies and international terrorism; and ﬂows of people as ﬁghters, refugees, and ‘‘human commodities’’ (including the trafﬁcking of women and children).51

The fundamental problem that confronts post-conﬂict states therefore
is not one of reconnecting economies that are disconnected from the
global economy; rather it is the changing nature of their interaction with
the global market in ways that undermine both war-to-peace transition
and broad-based recovery and development in apparently poor underdeveloped economies. Nor can this broad-based recovery be served by
market-based poverty reduction strategies under the guise of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). No African country will meet these
goals The most they are likely to succeed in doing is to halve poverty
(not eliminate it) by 2015 (the MDG target). In this respect, post-conﬂict
states are more disadvantaged than most.
The obsession of liberal peace advocates with economic liberalization
in the form of privatization and fostering the principles and practices of
the free market is a major factor in relegating pressing social problems
to obscurity. In the process, post-conﬂict societies are prematurely rushed
into a political economy of the liberal peace – code-named neo-liberal
economic policy reforms – without critically examining the long-term implications for sustainability. In these circumstances, Paris’s contention
that ‘‘institutionalization before liberalization is a commonly missed wisdom’’ is laudable.52

Conclusion
The critique of the political economy of the liberal peace takes issue
with political culture explanations of why liberalism has not thrived in
Africa. My position in this debate is published elsewhere and need not
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be reiterated here.53 Without exception, ‘‘liberal democratic’’ states that
display all the major manifestations of polyarchy in form and content are
industrialized, and have achieved high levels of economic and social development. Old democracies have huge cultural variations in respect to
the evolution of their democratic traditions and the social arrangements
developed under capitalist dispensations. Even in Africa, countries where
democracy has thrived have largely achieved higher levels of economic
development or have higher standards of living than most (Botswana,
South Africa and Namibia). The failings of the African political elite entrusted with operating the state and the democratic institutions cannot be
attributed to African political culture, which is not the dominant factor
informing the political process or the democratic norms of the Westerneducated elite. If democracy were socially and culturally embedded and if
democracy were elite dominated, the behaviour of the Western-educated
elite would by no means be authentically African. Other studies have
shown that traditional African societies have well-established local governance regimes, some of which are democratic and some are not. These
include councils of elders, chiefs and monarchs with varying indigenous
democratic traditions. Obviously, not all African traditions are liberally
inclined or inform a democratic practice that is socially and culturally embedded. The problem with liberalism in African post-conﬂict societies is
that it is not necessarily appropriate or in step with different levels of economic development, but this should not automatically lead to the conclusion that African political culture is an impediment to democracy.
Obviously, culture varies more than do levels of economic development.
Because the majority of African states are poor, the political economy of
the liberal peace provides a more objective analysis linking poverty and
the challenge it poses to the promotion of both liberalism and the liberal
peace. In essence, the political economy of conﬂict and development provides a more plausible explanation of the failings of the liberal peace
than do political culture explanations.
The three critical commentaries on the liberal peace introduced in this
chapter lead to at least four conclusions. First, there is an apparent discrepancy in post-conﬂict states between pronouncements of democracy
and actual achievements in consolidating the civil liberties of their opponents. This demonstrates that the liberal peace architects have underplayed the tension between liberalism and democracy, particularly in
post-conﬂict societies.
Second, the impoverished human conditions in post-conﬂict societies in
Africa require a reversal of the prevailing wisdom, which privileges the
liberal over the social. The social conditions that gave rise to the African
conﬂicts are entrenched by a political economy that works against treating them if they are secondary to the zealous drive to export liberalization by other means.
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Third, the liberal peace emphasis on the market as the best institutional mechanism for the distribution of goods and services, including
peace, has contrived deliberately to render politics subservient to the liberalized free market. In these circumstances, African post-conﬂict states
cannot resist the economic conditionality of global ﬁnancial institutions
such as the World Bank and the IMF. With their weak competitive advantage in the global market, they can hardly own the political agenda,
let alone control the economic and public policies essential for consolidating peace.
Fourth, in the light of the material presented in this chapter, the prevailing evidence suggests that the proponents of the liberal peace remain
insensitive to the centrality of poverty to Africa’s fundamental social
problems, including conﬂict.
In sum, the architects of the liberal peace are in fact empowered by the
prevailing dominant neo-liberal paradigm and economic liberalization,
which explains why they keep silent about the root causes of African conﬂict. In other words, the emphasis on democracy and civil liberties alone,
while ignoring the social conditions, will continue to fuel the tension between the liberal peace and the socioeconomic conditions of the poor.
The intensiﬁcation of social conﬂicts is an obvious result of the mismatch
between the political and the economic liberalization agendas espoused
by the dominant neo-liberal paradigm and implemented under claims of
a liberal peace.
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8
Earth calling the liberals: Locating
the political culture of Sierra Leone
as the terrain for ‘‘reform’’
Ian Taylor

Any evaluation of the potential beneﬁts of the liberal peace when applied
to Sierra Leone – or other African contexts – needs to overcome a great
deal of scepticism and needs a heavy dose of realism. An understanding
of how politics in Sierra Leone works suggests that the types of stricture
on governance advocated by the liberal peace cannot be hurriedly implemented – as the donors demand – without undermining the foundations
upon which Sierra Leone’s political class bases its rule. In other words,
the empirical state in Sierra Leone does not conform to Western liberal
(pre)conceptions of the Weberian state, something that the liberal peace
assumes as a given. Indeed, it is precisely the rational-bureaucratic state
that is taken as the framework and model for what should be constructed
in Sierra Leone as part of the liberal peace project. This is hugely problematic because many of the accepted features of a liberal democratic
state are simply not present in Sierra Leone, even though the country’s
elites have long been adept at appropriating external guarantees for their
state – often manipulating the fashionable rhetoric of ‘‘democratization’’.
Although it may be true that it is Western conceptions of the state in
Africa, rather than the state itself, that have failed, overall this does not
really help the average Sierra Leonean, mired in poverty and all too
often prone to predatory elites.1
Indeed, ‘‘alternative’’ formulations of the state in Africa, which may
take the form of emphasizing the informal and those activities outside of
the ‘‘normal’’ functions of the state as a solution to the continent’s impasse, are somewhat problematic. As Leys remarks:
New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2
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Contrary to the wishful thinking of some observers [the increase in the informal] is part of the pathology of Africa’s collapse, not a seedbed of renewal.
Anyone who believes that, for example, carrying sacks of cocoa beans on bicycles along secret forest tracks to sell them illegally across the frontier is
more promising for the economy than taking them directly to the port by truck,
is not to be taken seriously. People resort to the second economy for survival,
to escape the predations of the corrupt and parasitic state machinery, that is all:
they bribe the police to look the other way, they pay no tax, and the roads still
get worse.2

Equally problematic is the fact that ‘‘enforcing basic democratic rights
in Africa would mean reviewing and replacing practically every government in Africa. With less than ﬁve exceptions, Africa’s governments are
dictatorships, whether this fact is proclaimed openly and proudly or
quietly enforced through manipulating elections and jailing opponents.’’3
This is no less true in Sierra Leone, where the political class has shown
remarkable survival skills, re-emerging in the post-war era to restake its
claim to the nation’s assets – albeit somewhat constrained by surveillance
from the ‘‘internationals’’. Even international supervision should never
be exaggerated given the historic tolerance shown by the donor community towards corruption in Africa.
The likelihood that Freetown’s elites will commit class suicide in the
furtherance of the liberal peace agenda is viewed with some doubt.
Some might claim that this is ‘‘Afro-pessimism’’. However, this is rejected; an honest appraisal of the current situation on the continent is far
more useful to the reader than some naive celebration of liberal values
and their triumphant application to places such as Sierra Leone. I
am also less interested in the public pronouncements of elites (who will
always generally parrot the donors’ line in expectation of pecuniary
reward – either directly or indirectly) than in what they do actually do.
Examining the political culture of Sierra Leone suggests that the liberal
peace has little chance of success.

Political culture
As Dufﬁeld has observed, the concept of ‘‘political culture has been used
to denote the subjective orientations toward and assumptions about the
political world that characterize the members of a particular society and
that guide and inform their political behaviour’’. In his opinion, analysts
‘‘have distinguished three basic components of political culture: the cognitive, which includes empirical and causal beliefs; the evaluative, which
consists of values, norms, and moral judgments; and the expressive or
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affective, which encompasses emotional attachments, patterns of identity
and loyalty, and feelings of afﬁnity, aversion, or indifference’’.4 Given the
importance of religious ideas in the Sierra Leonean context, empirical
and causal beliefs would encompass both the material and the spiritual
worlds.5 The expressive or affective dimension of political culture within
Sierra Leone, and how patron–client bonds and other networks of trust
and loyalty operate within the country’s neo-patrimonial system of governance, is central to any serious analysis of how the liberal peace may or
may not be implemented in the country.
Understood in this manner, the study of political culture is based on
the assumption that autonomous and reasonably enduring cross-cultural
differences exist and that they can have important political consequences.
As noted by Inglehart, one of those consequences is the effect political
culture can have on the prospects for the success and sustainability of liberal democratic forms of government. In particular, ‘‘[t]he political culture literature argues that the evolution and persistence of mass-based
democracy requires the emergence of certain supportive habits and attitudes among the general public. One of the most basic of these attitudes
is a sense of interpersonal trust.’’6 This is understood as a prerequisite for
the formation of secondary associations, which, in turn, are thought to be
essential to political participation in any liberal democracy.

Political culture in Sierra Leone
The central features of the political culture espoused by Sierra Leone’s
state elites, and within which they are embedded and reproduce, stem
from the neo-patrimonial basis of their regimes and the subsequent inability of the ruling classes to construct a hegemonic order. These factors
have signiﬁcant implications for how these elites operate and what commitments are likely to inform their shared beliefs about challenges to
their privileged positions and how, crucially, to manage and contain
them. As numerous analysts have argued, the political story of most African states can be interpreted as revolving around a struggle for power
and survival that has marginalized all other concerns, including national
development.7 This struggle has witnessed the emergence of what are
often called neo-patrimonial regimes.
Such regimes are said to exhibit four characteristics. First, they display
‘‘the more or less systematic resort to clientelism to gain and maintain
political support’’. In other words, political authority is often ‘‘based on
the giving and gaining of favors in an endless series of dyadic exchanges
that go from the village level to the highest reaches of the central state’’.8
Second, this clientelism is ‘‘largely based on privileged access to state
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resources, rationed by leaders following a strict political logic’’. As a result, the boundary between the public and private spheres is extremely
blurred. Within this context, the third characteristic is the centralization
of power, usually around the presidency, which, in turn, is usually located
within the capital city. Finally, neo-patrimonial states house hybrid regimes wherein the informal mechanisms of political authority described
above coexist with the formal trappings of the modern state such as a bureaucracy, written laws and the institutions of a Weberian legal-rational
system. These regimes are hybrids because the governing elites rely
upon the trappings of a rational-legal order even as they consistently subvert it for their own advantage. Daily government in a place such as
Sierra Leone thus resembles a balancing act to maintain a degree of
political stability by satisfying the regime’s supporters and weakening its
opponents. Since the end of the Cold War, those regimes that failed to
persuade their external (mainly Western) creditors that they were committed to democratic reform saw their external funding channels dry up,
making their balancing act even harder. This has also meant that aspirant
elites are assiduous in publicly proclaiming their profound commitments
to liberal democracy, although the authenticity of such stated dedication
is doubtful.
One of the fundamental problems with the political system within
Sierra Leone is that it has bred great resentment in individuals and
groups that are excluded from the governing regime and hence are denied access to the state’s resources.9 This is certainly at the heart of any
explanation of the roots of Sierra Leone’s civil war. It is in this sense that
the ruling class in Sierra Leone has historically lacked hegemony over society, at least in the Gramscian understanding of the concept.10 By the
ruling class of Sierra Leone I mean the senior political elites and bureaucrats, the leading members of the liberal professions, the nascent bourgeoisie and the top members of the security arms of the state.11 The
early years of post-colonial nationalism in Sierra Leone under Siaka Stevens were, broadly speaking, an attempt to build a hegemonic project
that bound society together around more issues than simply discontent
with the British. But this project quickly collapsed into autocracy and
failure under the weight of both external and internal dynamics. Moral
and political modes that might rise above notions of economic-corporate
interests and instead reﬂect broader ethico-political ones have consistently remained missing in the country. Mutual suspicion and antagonism
abound, usually articulated via ethnic expressions and jealousies. Consequently, because Freetown’s elites have been unable to preside over
a hegemonic project that is viewed as legitimate by the majority of
domestic society (particularly in the hinterland), they have been forced
to revert to modalities of governance that seek to dominate – if not
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annihilate – opponents. These have commonly involved both the threat
and actual use of violence and the immediate disbursal of material beneﬁts to supporters. Without these twin strategies – both of which are unfavourable to Sierra Leone’s long-term development and political
stability – the ruling elites in the country cannot maintain order unless
quarantined from society by external military forces.
In such circumstances, it would not be too excessive to state that, for
the time being, Sierra Leone appears to remain united and peaceful only
because its plundering ruling elite has a common interest in the diamond
reserves and in attracting resources from international donors. Even
here, stability cannot be taken for granted, with those left out of the process – be it marginalized youth or excluded elites – lurking to accentuate
and exploit grievances for their own ends. Given that there has long been
a pattern of Freetown’s leadership simply serving the narrow interests of
the country’s ruling elites, who, in the meantime, continue to exhibit
a contemptuous disregard for the basic needs and interests of ordinary
Sierra Leoneans, this is not altogether surprising.
This sort of political culture obviously has had important consequences
for Sierra Leone, not least a deeply negative impact on the overall security environment. In particular, it encouraged the long-running civil war
and societal breakdown, as well as attempts to violently overthrow incumbent regimes (ﬁve so far successfully in the country’s history). Of
course, since the 1960s West Africa has been the global epicentre of
coups d’état, with at least 40 examples and many more unsuccessful attempts.12 In fact, Senegal is the only West African state to have escaped
a successful coup (Cape Verde was technically united with Guinea-Bissau
when a coup in Bissau in 1980 disrupted uniﬁcation intentions). The
modes of governance in Sierra Leone as well as in the broader West
African region have long encouraged despotism and unpredictability –
the latter of course being anathema to the construction of a stable legal
order and development. As a result, for most of its post-colonial period
Sierra Leone has been trapped in a cycle of underdevelopment that has
stimulated societal conﬂict both at the extreme level, manifested in a brutal civil war, and at the more mundane level, where the country has staggered from one economic and political crisis to another. Given the
parlous condition of West Africa’s states when measured according to
a range of contemporary governance indices (see Table 8.1), this is not
altogether unanticipated.
In the absence of hegemony, Sierra Leone’s leaders have relied on
control and patronage, rather than building what Max Weber called a rational, technical state where authority is vested in a public ofﬁce and state
tasks are administered by an effective bureaucratic apparatus. Indeed,
although Sierra Leone’s elites command the state apparatus, their

164
Table 8.1 Governance indicators for ECOWAS states

Freedom House
rating (2007)
Benin
Burkina Faso
Cape Verde
Côte d’Ivoire
Gambia
Ghana
Guinea
Guinea-Bissau
Liberia
Mali
Niger
Nigeria
Senegal
Sierra Leone
Togo

Free
Partly Free
Free
Not Free
Partly Free
Free
Not Free
Partly Free
Partly Free
Free
Partly Free
Partly Free
Free
Partly Free
Not Free

Source: Compiled by the author.

Transparency
International
ranking
(out of 163)

Failed State
Index 2007
(out of 177)

UNDP Human
Development
Index 2006
(out of 177)

Ruler
incumbent
since

121
79
–
151
121
70
160
–
–
99
138
142
70
142
130

104
33
66
6
86
125
9
38
27
91
32
17
117
23
46

163
174
106
164
155
136
160
173
–
175
177
159
156
176
147

2006
1987
2001
2000
1994
2004
1984
2005
2006
2001
1999
2007
2000
1998
2005

Means of
attaining power
Won free election
Coup d’état
Won free election
Coup d’état
Coup d’état
Won free election
Coup d’état
Won contested election
Won free election
Won free election
Won contested election
Massive fraud
Won free election
Won free election
Massive fraud
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own practices often undermine and subvert the state’s institutions and
the effectiveness of its bureaucracy on a daily basis with varying levels
of intensity.
A major part of the explanation for the intentional erosion of the
Sierra Leonean state’s institutions lies in the transformation of the inherited colonial bureaucracies ‘‘into far larger patrimonial-type administrations in which staff were less agents of state policy (civil servants) than
proprietors, distributors and even major consumers of the authority and
resources of the government’’.13 However, at the same time as being the
repository of a bloated but partisan bureaucracy, the state in Sierra
Leone was simultaneously weak at its core. As Chabal and Daloz noted,
the state in Africa more generally was ‘‘vacuous in that it did not consolidate, as was once expected, on the foundations of the colonial legacy but
instead rapidly disintegrated and fell prey to particularistic and factional
struggles. It became an empty shell. As a result it failed to acquire either
the legitimacy or the professional competence that are the hallmarks of
the modern state.’’14 Of course, this is a generalization that cannot apply
to a number of African states, such as Botswana, Mauritius and South
Africa. But it generally holds true of much of West Africa and certainly
applies to Sierra Leone.

Entrenching elites through ‘‘rollback’’
According to Cooper, ‘‘the application of neo-liberalism provides new
openings for war elites to enrich themselves through control of privatization processes, while also fostering the illicit economy as an alternative to
welfarism’’.15 Within Sierra Leone, an intrinsic aspect of the attempt to
promote the liberal peace has been economic programmes based on
neo-liberalism. With the termination of hostilities, the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB) promoted Sierra
Leone’s recovery and rehabilitation through a set of programmes dominated by the IMF’s Post-Conﬂict scheme and the jointly administered
(IMF/WB) Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) initiative. It must
be emphasized that, in the main, what these programmes advocate is increased access to the world market for externally oriented elites (thus in
a sense pushing the speciﬁc interests of a very narrow – but politically important and wealthy – faction of society), while at the same time pressing
for an opening up of the market in Sierra Leone as well as entrenching
privatization schemes. This will not, however, necessarily be the panacea
for Sierra Leone’s problems. Indeed, within the current political economy of the country it is likely that the programmes will be sidetracked
into clientelistic networks.
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As Tangri rightly notes, well-connected elites in Africa have not only
personally beneﬁted from what privatization and liberalization they have
allowed, but also been able to develop strengthened systems of patronage, which have further emboldened their positions as patrons and Big
Men.16 As Silver and Arrighi remark:
Third World elites were not the passive victims of the US liquidation of the
development project. At least some fractions of such elites were among the
strongest supporters of the new Washington Consensus through which the liquidation was accomplished. To the extent that this has been the case, Third
World elites have been among the social forces that have promoted the liberalization of trade and capital movements.17

They have done this based on a dispassionate evaluation of how liberalization (deftly managed and limited in scope) might not only gain favour
with the ‘‘international community’’ but also provide substantial resources, thus solidifying political power while at the same time granting
the illusion of compliance and cooperation, further stimulating more resources in the shape of aid and other capital. Alarmingly, the donor community seems not to care particularly about this:
[E]xternal ﬁnancing [is] in fact appropriated by national elites and their local
men of straw. That appropriation [can] take place directly – this has happened,
for example, with school and hospital building projects or gifts of vehicles for
the police or the civil administration. But for most of the time it has taken place
indirectly – by oiling the wheels of a rentier political economy, now privatised,
the ruling classes strengthen their position, with the complicity of big private
companies which are often considered by aid donors as the only reliable negotiating partners. These abuses are encouraged by the lax attitude of aid donors,
who do not follow up carefully on their funding, do not check the precise use
made of the funds, and impose conditionality only on increasingly weak public
actors.18

Certainly, numerous studies have shown that liberalization has actually
helped neo-patrimonial regimes to endure, albeit often transformed into
even more repressive forms.19
The call for liberalization within the liberal peace agenda has been
greatly facilitated by the discrediting of internally oriented nationalist
projects and societal exhaustion after decades of underdevelopment and,
more recently, conﬂict. As Riddell notes in relation to Sierra Leone:
[A] formal peace was ofﬁcially declared in January of 2002, with national elections held four months later. The rural citizens of Sierra Leone were faced with
a lack of leadership in their quest for recovery. Certainly this direction wasn’t
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to be found in the country’s state which had exploited them for over four decades, and it wasn’t emanating from their ‘‘natural leaders’’, the chiefs, for they
represented the interests of the elders and the better-off of the chiefdom, not
the young peasants. Instead of this local leadership, Sierra Leone’s path to recovery during this period was assisted and directed by the IFIs [international
ﬁnancial institutions].20

Furthermore, the legacy of the past has hollowed out what little was
left of the ideological and material bases of the old nationalist and inward-looking programmes. At the same time, the opportunities afforded
to those state elites with the vision to ‘‘ride the globalization wave’’ mean
that those pushing integration and/or liberalization have had their positions strengthened and are certainly the type of ‘‘partners’’ that actors
promoting the liberal peace aim at encouraging and who the West takes
more seriously.
The point is that such outward-looking elites – or at least those who express liberalizing messages – are in a stronger position to demand increased ﬂows of aid resources, often couched in terms of facilitating
liberalization and/or softening the impact of difﬁcult economic decisions.
Such elites within Sierra Leone have more and more attempted to make
use of the global capitalist system and its attendant liberalizing values in
a strategy aimed at bolstering their own domestic positions. And if it
all goes horribly wrong, donor pressure or the perils of ‘‘globalization’’
and the ‘‘colonial legacy’’ can always be deployed as a useful excuse for
failure.
Beatrice Hibou discusses how this has played out at the more general
African level. Hibou regards the 1980s as Africa’s ‘‘lost decade’’, and
sees neo-liberal development strategies that prioritize economic growth
over social progress as politically destabilizing. Hibou regards the nature
of the African state itself as being primarily to blame for political instability within an environment of economic stimulus. Neo-liberal market stimulus is deemed to fail in Africa not because of an organized citizenry
whose demands cannot be satisﬁed, but rather because of the multifaceted and predatory nature of the African state. In an analysis that has
profound implications for the success of any neo-liberal project in Sierra
Leone, Hibou asserts that neo-liberalism has failed and will fail in Africa
because it does not take into account the nature of the state and the informal nature of its activities as an economic actor. In striving to constrain formal state actors to put a stop to corruption and rent-seeking,
neo-liberals have inadvertently granted more power to the informal
sector, which has a tendency to be not only actively involved in ‘‘rentseeking’’ as well but also ‘‘criminal’’ by many common understandings
of the term. Hibou states that, in such circumstances, neo-liberalism helps

168

IAN TAYLOR

(further) to undermine formal state institutions in Africa while stimulating ‘‘the development of personal networks, of informal or even illegal
practices’’.21 Where this will lead to in Sierra Leone as the liberal peace
seeks to advance neo-liberal economic solutions for the country’s developmental impasse is an intense problem.

Implications for liberal reform
Because Sierra Leone’s elites exercise power in circumstances that lack
hegemony (in the Gramscian sense), the relative autonomy of the state
is absent and their rule is intrinsically unstable. This means that there is
very little political space to allow reform along the lines required by the
liberal peace. In short, the soil in which a liberal democracy might be
nurtured is largely absent in Sierra Leone. The rational, technical state
intrinsic in assumptions around the liberal peace is dependent upon the
intrinsically liberal distinction between the public and the private, which
then grants space for ‘‘politics’’ to take on an identity that is seen as different from ‘‘economics’’. Yet the very core of politics in Sierra Leone is
– and always has been – the conﬂation of the public and the private.
Since independence, the state has been the main battleground where
both political and economic domination can be achieved – a domination
that is exercised with little concern about its effect on the ordinary people
upon whom this supremacy is visited. As Robert Fatton has argued: ‘‘The
absence of a hegemonic bourgeoisie, grounded in a solid and independent economic base and successfully engaged in a private accumulation
of capital, has transformed politics into material struggle.’’22 Instead of
a stable hegemonic project that binds different levels of society together,
what exists in Sierra Leone is an intrinsically unstable system of domination, with all elites scrabbling for control or access to the resources accruing from the diamond ﬁelds.
In such a situation, absolutism reigns, power is upheld through patrimonial practices by means of the commandeering of state resources, and
politics is a zero-sum game. Corruption, not hegemonic rule, is the cement that has long bound the political system in Sierra Leone together.
Consequently, capturing the state – or at least being linked favourably
to those who command its apparatus – is usually a precondition for acquisition and self-enrichment in Sierra Leone. The main exception is when
valuable resources can be accumulated in border areas beyond the political control of the state in question, which accounts for the vicious
struggles during the civil war for the diamond areas on the border with
Liberia. In such instances, enrichment strategies may not hinge on actually controlling the capital city but may instead focus on the more
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economically proﬁtable zones. In neighbouring Liberia, we of course witnessed precisely the same sort of strategy with the creation of ‘‘Taylorland’’ (with its rubber, timber, iron ore, etc.).
The routine exercise of personalized exchange, clientelism and corruption has become so widespread and internalized that leading analysts
have described such systems as constituting ‘‘essential operating codes
for politics’’ in Africa.23 Sierra Leone is no exception, and this makes
the application of the liberal peace hugely problematic. As Clapham
noted, for years such a political code has been ‘‘accepted as normal behaviour, condemned only in so far as it beneﬁts someone else rather
than oneself’’.24 Where such codes have become very deeply entrenched,
they constitute a routine and unspectacular part of the social fabric of a
country.
Within the Sierra Leonean political regime, the personalization of political power – at either the low or high social levels – has constructed
well-deﬁned roles that are understood by all participants. They are much
less well understood by external actors, however. In fact, Western donors
and institutions have often turned a blind eye to this situation.25 They
also blithely assume that Western concepts and institutions exist in Africa
in toto (or at least can be transplanted to the continent with only minimal
ﬁne-tuning). Indeed, much work on security by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) within the region focuses on the (often self-proclaimed)
importance of actors within ‘‘civil society’’. Part of the problem, however,
is that in Sierra Leone there is a lack both of the ‘‘autonomous agentic
individual’’ and of a signiﬁcant degree of political space distinct from,
and beyond, state power that is a prerequisite for developing the sort of
civil society and civic associations popular in the Western imagination.26
Autonomous individuals free from communal, ethnic and class loyalties
are a rarity in Sierra Leone. Instead, what is arguably more common is
what Jordan Smith characterized in Nigeria as the ‘‘Patronage, Per
Diems and the ‘Workshop Mentality’ ’’.27
Equally, resources extracted from the state based in Freetown or the
wider economy are deployed as the means to maintain support and legitimacy, with the result that the control of the state is often equivalent to
the control of resources (particularly diamonds), which in turn is crucial
for remaining a Big Man. The Big Man utilizes his wealth (often secured
corruptly) to show that he is more muniﬁcent, more of a father ﬁgure,
than his opponents. As Kourouma wryly notes in his remarkable ﬁctitious treatment of a generic African president:
[The president] must appear to be the wealthiest man in the land. There is no
future, no inﬂuence to be had in independent Africa for he who wields supreme
executive power if he does not parade the fact that he is the richest and most
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generous man in his country. A true, great African leader gives gifts, ceaselessly, every day.28

Clearly, it is possible for rebels to become ‘‘Big Men’’ without controlling
the state – as Foday Sankoh (leader of Sierra Leone’s Revolutionary
United Front rebel group) demonstrated. But this is an extreme example
where the individual concerned had to be willing to engage in armed insurgency against the incumbent regime. In the current post-war situation
it is very difﬁcult to generate political momentum in Sierra Leone beyond
one’s own ethnic group or local neighbourhood from a position outside
of the incumbent party. To do so requires access to resources from external networks, which can often be used by political opponents to cast aspersions on the motives of the individual and suggest that they are in the
pocket of foreign interests.
In addition, it remains true that the control of the state in Sierra Leone
brings in a wealth of helpful resources associated with sovereignty, such
as loans from the international ﬁnancial institutions and aid from a variety of donor governments – as long as one promises commitment to liberalism. Being the head of state also entitles the actor to issue licences
and concessions that come with international recognition. Command
of the state in Sierra Leone can thus be understood as serving the twin
purposes of lubricating patronage networks and satisfying the selﬁsh desire of elites to enrich themselves, in many cases in a quite spectacular
fashion.
Only robust international monitoring facilitated elections in Sierra
Leone, yet the fact remains that the democratic option is not really
respected by the loser and it is doubtful that the elections would have
proceeded so peacefully without intense external surveillance. The political culture within Sierra Leone means that the stakes – and the costs of
failure – are simply too high; once one is out of the loop vis-à-vis access
to state resources, the continuation of one’s status and the ability to enrich oneself become practically impossible. Thus, as mentioned, for the
majority of the major players, politics tends to be viewed as a zero-sum
game.29 This in itself is rooted in the country’s political culture. As Scott
notes:
[A]s long as public ofﬁcials or businessmen can conspicuously display their
enormous wealth that cannot be attributed to their innovation, business acumen, hard work, inheritance, winning the lottery etc, without any fear of being
asked by the appropriate authorities to account for their wealth, inefﬁciencies
and corruption will continue to ﬂourish. The average African must ﬁrst realize
that the luxury automobiles or the villas arrogantly displayed by a public servant
may be connected with his or her poverty and deplorable living conditions.30
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At the end of the day, fundamental political changes must come from
within Sierra Leone, with backing from outside playing a supportive role
at best. Such support would involve encouraging a rebuilding of state and
society that might allow a new political culture of compromise to emerge.
This is certainly possible: Sierra Leone has enormous potential and its
current situation is not the result of some inherent ‘‘Africanness’’ that
holds the country back. Its predicament has political roots and the future
is not closed, or inevitable. It is the task of the country’s people to build
on their own rich human, mineral and agricultural resources. The international community can play an accommodating role, particularly in
helping to build capacity and supporting efforts to exercise responsible
power through legal channels and through rehabilitating the state into
something capable of pursuing developmental goals – a tall task, admittedly, but not unattainable. But picking whom one should work
with needs to be far more selective than at present.

Concluding remarks
Building a hegemonic project that encompasses national development
and a broad-based productive economy is a low priority for the political
class in Sierra Leone. Indeed, it may actively stimulate opposition to its
leadership. Instead, most effort is usually directed to ensuring the continuation of the system that has historically permitted the gainful utilization
of resources for the individual advantage of the ruler and his clientelistic
networks. As Bertrand Badie explains more generally vis-à-vis the state
in Africa:
On the one hand, economic development is a goal that every head of state must
pursue . . . On the other hand, an overly active policy of development risks producing several negative results: it would valorise the competence of the technocratic elite relative to that of the fragile political elite, break up social spaces
and favour the constitution of a civil society capable of counterbalancing the
political system, and indeed, neutralize neo-patrimonial strategies.31

The state bureaucracy in Sierra Leone – even after all the training
workshops and capacity-building programmes – still tends to cultivate its
own set of interests. At the individual level the primary concern is often
ensuring job security and prosperity for oneself and one’s dependants. In
such a context, the dominant logic that ensues further distorts the civil
servant’s role away from the ideal-type rational-bureaucratic actor who
is meant to be loyal to ‘‘Sierra Leone’’ rather than to the regime currently in power. Some development NGOs and relevant UN agencies,
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however, continue to operate on the assumption that the country’s bureaucracies are staffed with rational technocrats rather than often desperate individuals who are under pressure from a variety of angles (family,
clients, patrons) to continue to either earn money or act as a gatekeeper
to some segment of the state’s resources. Any person who has interviewed Sierra Leonean civil servants recognizes this picture. It has resulted in an unhealthy dependence on external sources of ﬁnance and
sometimes even military power and further contributes to the decay of
the state in Sierra Leone.
The key problem facing the liberal peace in its application in Sierra
Leone is the ability or otherwise of governance and development initiatives associated with this project to operate successfully in the context of
a political culture deﬁned by neo-patrimonialism and Big Men politics.
As Chabal notes with regard to Africa, any dispassionate evaluation of
the political situation on the continent undermines the potency of such
renewal projects as a means towards better governance.32 Whatever the
intentions of its promoters, any short-term successes associated with various elements of the liberal peace are likely to be hindered – if not prevented – by Sierra Leone’s well-established governance problems such
as personal rule, clientelism, corruption and an unwillingness to engage
seriously with non-governmental organizations or to expend resources
on broad-based development projects. The logic of neo-patrimonialism
has long underpinned politics in Sierra Leone and rules out the very
type of policies that the liberal peace advocates. As Clapham noted
some 20 years ago and talking of general African situations vis-à-vis reform policies:
The problem is not where you should be trying to go, but how you should get
there. And the most evident tragedy of third world states lies in the fact that
many of those comparatively few states which have seemed to be in a position
to build effective institutions on the basis of shared values have dramatically
failed to do so. . . . In these cases the most evident source of the problem . . . has
been the refusal of those elites which control the state to accept the diminution
in their position of privilege which accountability would imply.33

Most previous commentaries on the liberal peace in Africa have
ignored this reality. In brief, in spite of the façade of a modern state,
power in Sierra Leone progresses informally between patron and client
along lines of reciprocity. This system is deeply personalized and is generally implemented on behalf not of the general populace but rather of
key constituencies that are strategic to maintaining patronage arrangements. This is perhaps the fundamental problem facing the implementation of the liberal peace in Sierra Leone and it is what laid down the
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conditions that sparked the disastrous civil war from which the country is
now seeking to recover. The implication of this gloomy analysis is that
external involvement predicated upon the liberal peace may mean that
it is little more than an instrument calculated to gain Western endorsement of certain elites and the continuation of resource ﬂows. It beggars
belief that Sierra Leone’s elites, who have long beneﬁted from disorder,
will help unravel this disorder and political culture and that they will accede to the demands of the liberal peace and thus give up their cash cows
and relinquish power and, with it, their means to a livelihood.
Trying to enlist the support of elites who are expected to undermine
their own positions and the positions of their supporters is naive. And,
even if there exists a particularly visionary leader in Sierra Leone, overcoming the strongest societal obstacles to reforms is problematic, to say
the least. In Africa it is fairly well established that states present bureaucrats with access to patronage and power. Reforms threaten this and
stimulate resistance. Thus, even if political will and visionary leadership
are present in the country, the types of relationships that are embedded
within and around actors linked to the state in Sierra Leone (who are,
according to the logic of the liberal peace, to be the key implementers
and promoters of the renewal project) can prevent the very same sorts
of governance strictures being advocated. This means that analyses of
the liberal peace in Africa that move beyond agential explanations – a
must for any coherent study – will come up against the structural impediments of liberal governance reforms.
In addition, the liberal peace, as noted, stresses a functioning, administrative state with a competent, committed and non-corrupt bureaucracy.
This simply does not exist in Sierra Leone, where the state has long
stopped performing as a mechanism to meet the citizens’ needs. Certainly, the types of development policy articulated by the promoters of
the liberal peace would have major infrastructural requirements such as
education, communications, a conducive political and economic environment, a reliable legal framework, the assurance of public order and the
sort of milieu that can encourage and guarantee long-term foreign direct
investment. However, ‘‘if these functions cannot be efﬁciently performed,
as is unquestionably the case for a large number of African states, then
development policies which depend on them will fail’’.34
Overall, if the analysis of the post-colonial state in Sierra Leone is correct, then its operations are largely based on and directed by the imperatives of privatized patronage and the prohibition and erosion of real,
functioning democracy (in other words, broad accountability). Longterm development and broad-based inclusivity – including gender empowerment – are more or less off the agenda. In practice, implementing the liberal peace and operating by its own rubrics would inevitably
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damage the incumbent elites’ own personalized grip on the system and
reduce their ability to service their clients, probably leading to their replacement by others. As a result, the speedy implementation of liberal
measures on governance and accountability is viewed with some doubt.
After all, it is not simply about reordering the political culture in Sierra
Leone and thus ‘‘getting the politics right’’; rather, it is much more
deep-rooted and contextual and there are no easy solutions or shortcuts.
As Riddell notes,
Within Sierra Leone there is the lack of a sense of national integration – a feeling or rationale in which all of the people of Sierra Leone see themselves as
citizens of the nation-state ﬁrst, members of its several ethnic components second, and loyal to a chiefdom and settlement third. The sad fact of the history of
Sierra Leone is that over the last half-century of independence, government
has not acted as a leader in the quest for economic growth, betterment, and national cohesion. Rather, the leadership of the state has been seen as an avenue
to personal wealth. Yet, such nation building is an integral aspect of development, as all citizens need to feel themselves part of the nation-state and act accordingly in order to attain betterment. Such is a necessary condition for
development.35

Although one needs to be fully aware of the structural constraints on
the Sierra Leonean state’s development, history has sufﬁciently demonstrated that harmful exogenous inﬂuences pale into insigniﬁcance against
the destructive talents of the country’s homegrown elites, and that simultaneous economic and political change on the continent is exceedingly
complex and difﬁcult. This has marked the developmental discourse for
years:
African leaders . . . are saddled with a strategy that hardly any of them believes
in and that most of them condemn . . . Lacking faith in what they are doing and
caught between their own interests, the demands of their external patrons, and
their constituents, African leaders tend to be ambivalent, confused and prone
to marginalize development and even their role in its pursuit. The development
of Africa will not start in earnest until the struggle over the development
agenda is determined.36

What this means in practical terms is that the type of peace that will
be constructed in Sierra Leone if the current strategies are continued
will probably result in a hybrid mix of tentative liberal institutions embedded within the local context of personalized exchange and affection.
From this context, well-placed elites are likely to come to a tacit understanding to maintain the semblance of peace and elite unity, as long as
resources and favours continue to ﬂow in their direction. Yet this local
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peace will be inherently unstable, because it will continue to foster
extreme inequality and poverty amongst the wider populace and necessarily create and stimulate a cadre of disaffected outsiders. In the past,
such segments of the population were particularly located amongst unemployed and alienated youth, who were the natural recruiting ground
for the Revolutionary United Front. From the evidence thus far, there
seems to be very little progress in post-war Sierra Leone in moving
away from the perpetuation of such highly volatile social conditions.
Public receptivity by elites to the strictures associated with the liberal
peace might be best understood as a strategic response by Sierra Leone’s
political class to cement its power in the post-war milieu by attracting external guarantors. But this, as ever, needs to be contextualized. The liberal peace seems unlikely to promote Sierra Leone’s regeneration, given
the extant political culture and the nature of the governance modalities
long practised in the country. After all,
This political difﬁculty (corruption and neo-patrimonialism) is not simply a
complicating issue in the implementation of PRSPs [Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers], developed within a neoliberal economic framework by the
IFIs . . . Their belief in the separateness of the economic and political spheres
means that their programmes do not address the fundamental inseparability of
these domains. In reality, however, the political deﬁnes how the economic operates. This is curious in that such cohesion is well known in the literature, and
is even apparent from the media. Yet the HIPC Initiative is applied as if macroeconomics is the main factor in poverty alleviation, with politics of only an incidental concern.37

Until the liberal peace advocates drop their blinkers and comprehend the
terrain upon which they are trying to assert their ‘‘transformative agendas’’, frustrations and failure will be the norm.
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Afghanistan: Justice sector reform
Astri Suhrke and Kaja Borchgrevink

The concept of ‘‘the liberal peace’’, as it emerged in the UN system and
the international aid community after the end of the Cold War, was introduced to Afghanistan in the wake of the US-led intervention in October
2001. The new order manifested itself above all in the establishment of
the institutions of political democracy and a market economy. It soon became evident, however, that the map did not really match the terrain.
The results were often different, or the impact less, than the model of a
liberal peace promised. In the justice sector, the parties did not even
share a common vision of the central principles and institutions of law,
and change came very slowly. By late 2007, it was commonly observed
that the justice sector in Afghanistan was among the most signiﬁcant but
also the most problematic areas of reform. Why was this so?
This chapter examines current justice sector reforms in the light of similar efforts in the past. Both now and then, reform entails negotiating
multiple legal traditions.

Liberal peace and illiberal reform
A basic fact conditioning justice sector reform in Afghanistan is the national context of legal pluralism, deﬁned by Islamic law, customary law
and Western codes and practices. Legal pluralism in itself, of course,
does not necessarily spell conﬂict, either in terms of legal reasoning or
in the consequences of its application. Indeed, in the liberal tradition,
New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2
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pluralism is viewed as an essentially harmonious texture, whether it refers to ethnic pluralism in a sociological sense, as understood by Amartya
Sen, or to value pluralism in a philosophical sense, as laid out by Isaiah
Berlin.1 In Berlin’s view – which has become paradigmatic of contemporary liberalism – pluralism consists of a core of common human values
that allow ‘‘agreement on at least some moral issues’’; this core is surrounded by a ﬁeld of diverse values that is delimited only by a ‘‘common
human horizon’’ beyond which it is morally impermissible to go.2 Within
this horizon, the appropriateness of a particular value or identity would
be determined by context. It might appear that the same logic would apply to matters of law. Different legal traditions could apply to separate
jurisdictions. Alternatively, the various traditions could be synthesized
into a coherent, though plural, body of law and practice. However, this
is more easily said than done. In the context of Afghanistan, diverse legal
traditions have at times coexisted and blended into a relatively harmonious texture. But, just as often, attempts to reform the legal system have
involved conﬂict. Times of change seem to juxtapose and sharpen potential tensions among legal norms; moreover, change not only involves
values but has material consequences for the relationship between the
ruler (amir) and the clergy (ulama).
The period initiated by the 2001 intervention accentuated the conﬂictual aspects of justice sector reform. Western donors were the principal
architects of the design for the new order in matters of law as well as
other public policy areas, and the emphasis was on reform, not reconstruction. To support this agenda, the donors assigned numerous advisers
to Afghan government institutions, and provided practically all the required funding even after the Afghans were formally in charge of the
process. By 2007 the Afghan state remained extraordinarily dependent
upon foreign assistance. Overall, around 90 per cent of ofﬁcial funds expended annually came from foreign transfers. Some three-quarters of the
aid was not even channelled through the Afghan government but was
disbursed directly in the ﬁeld by aid agencies and their contractors.3
The highly unequal relationship generated resentment on the Afghan
side; it reﬂected a Western donor approach that was not always ‘‘liberal’’
in Isaiah Berlin’s sense of being inclusive and accommodating. This was
particularly problematic in the ﬁeld of justice because of the centrality
of law to the legitimacy of the state and the cohesion of society. The
problems surfaced in many ways. The Italian government had taken the
lead responsibility among Western donors for assistance to the justice
sector and in 2003 assigned an Italian legal professional to draft a new
criminal procedure code. The existing law dated from the 1960s and, as
later amended by an authoritarian president (1974) and the Afghan communist party (1979 and 1981), gave sweeping powers to the Attorney
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General and the secret service that European legal experts found ‘‘most
disturbing’’.4 The Italian expert who drafted a law closely patterned on
the Italian code failed to consult with Afghan ofﬁcials, who strongly resented the exclusion and asked President Hamid Karzai not to sign the
draft. The Italian government nevertheless stood by its expert and threatened to withdraw funding for related projects unless the draft was approved.5 The incident was symptomatic of a broader problem. Western
approaches to the substance of law were narrowly focused on Western
legal traditions and did not engage with Islamic law. Assessing ﬁve years
of aid to the justice sector, an international panel led by the distinguished
legal scholar Cherif Bassiouni, concluded that donors had failed to link
reforms to ‘‘the foundation for justice in Afghanistan’’ – Islamic law. As
Bassiouni observed, ‘‘Internationally supported rule of law programs
tend to ignore or avoid issues of Islamic law. This negatively impacts the
acceptance of these programs by Afghan society.’’6
The inclination of Western donors to fasten onto their own legal tradition within the texture of Afghan law was hardly surprising. It reﬂected
the ideological division between Islam and the West that had justiﬁed
the US-led intervention in the ﬁrst place. The ideological underpinnings
of ‘‘the war on terror’’ continued to frame the subsequent international
engagement of reconstruction, and divisions hardened as the armed conﬂict between militant Islamists and NATO forces escalated from 2005.
Both sides ideologized the differences between Islamic and Western
values to serve their respective struggles. Taliban leaders presented the
star-like symbol of NATO as the cross of the crusaders and called for
jihad against the ‘‘foreign inﬁdels’’. NATO ofﬁcials claimed the future of
Western democracy and the alliance itself were at stake in the ﬁght
against the Taliban and al-Qaeda in Afghanistan.7 The voices of reformers who argued for a syncretic vision of Western and Islamic values –
and, by extension, legal traditions – were hardly heard above the din of
the battle.
The growing military conﬂict undermined the case for liberal legal reforms (in Isaiah Berlin’s sense) in other ways as well. Lack of an effective
formal justice system was increasingly cited as the main reason villagers
turned away from the government and supported the Taliban, and in
some parts of the south accepted the Taliban version of justice. The international aid community consequently made greater efforts to establish
‘‘the rule of law’’, mainly by pledging more ﬁnancial aid, more consultants and stronger measures to ‘‘professionalize’’ the judiciary (through
training in Western legal procures, higher salaries and anti-corruption
measures). There was little recognition of the call from the expert panel
led by Bassiouni to engage with substantive issues of Islamic law.
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In what follows, we trace the history of legal reforms before discussing
present issues and political alignments. Alignments often involved mixed
membership of nationals and internationals, or what Bertrand Badie calls
importers and exporters of change, which formed under labels such as
‘‘modernists’’ (or ‘‘reformers’’) and ‘‘traditionalists’’ (or ‘‘conservatives’’).8 When Western ofﬁcials visibly intervened on central issues of
Islamic law, however, an overarching distinction between Afghans and
non-Afghans tended to emerge because the Afghans banded together
on grounds of religion and nationalism.

Legal traditions and previous legal reforms
Legal traditions are the sinews of a society, described by legal scholars as
‘‘a set of deeply rooted, historically conditioned attitudes about the nature of law, about the role of law in the society and in the polity, about
the proper organization and operation of a legal system, and about the
way law is or should be made, applied, studied, perfected and thought.
The legal tradition relates the legal system to the culture of which it is a
partial expression.’’9 In principle, the legal system both mirrors society
and is an authoritative guide for its development. Societies with segmented or plural legal systems, however, face a hall of mirrors that can
make legal reform quite difﬁcult.
By the time the post-Taliban, Western-led reforms started in Afghanistan, the country had several distinct traditions. There was customary
law, among the Pashtun population known as Pashtunwali, and its counterparts in other tribal conﬁgurations and ethnic groups (Tajik, Uzbek,
Hazara). Above customary law – at least in principle and as afﬁrmed by
most of the country’s several constitutions – was Islamic law and two of
its schools of jurisprudence (Hanaﬁ and Jafari, associated with the majority Sunni and the minority Shi’ite populations, respectively). Positive law
drew heavily on the Napoleonic Code, and was also inﬂuenced by Egyptian modernists who assisted Afghan monarchs in the mid-twentieth century to codify legal principles. During the second half of the twentieth
century, a left-leaning president and the Afghan communist party
(PDPA) introduced socialist principles in constitutional law and decrees.
A little later the Taliban regime established another set of legal decrees
and practices based on a restrictive interpretation of Islam as well as their
particular vision of state and society.
In the past, legal reforms were driven by governing groups or individuals who sought to strengthen the state and/or put it in the service of social
change – whether Western–modern, Islamist or Marxist in inspiration.
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Reforms typically entailed changes in the nature of law, its enforcement,
the jurisdiction of courts and the qualiﬁcations of legal personnel.
The ﬁrst reform period in the modern era started in the late 1800s with
measures to establish a centralized legal system. These efforts continued
in the early nineteenth century and produced conﬂicts along the axis of
centralized state power versus religious scholars and tribal authorities in
the provinces.10 All parties to some degree invoked sharia law as a legitimizing principle; the distinction was rather between what Etling calls the
‘‘ruler’s law’’ (laid down by the amir in Kabul) and the law as pronounced by the ulama and tribal elders outside.11 Building on an early
Islamic understanding of the relationship between the ruler and the law,
Amir Abdul Rahman (r. 1880–1901) based his regime on the idea of the
ruler as the upholder of sacred law.12 In itself this did not fundamentally
challenge the traditional understanding of Islamic legal systems. The
ruler is granted the right to issue decrees that are in the public good, provided the laws are not in violation of Islamic principles. The power to interpret these principles and resolve disputes arising from the meaning of
the law rests with the ulama. In this tradition, the ulama and the ruler are
mutually dependent but also competitive. The state needs the guidance
and legitimizing force of the ulama, but the role of the latter is circumscribed by the power of the state. However, Abdul Rahman tried to alter
the competitive balance in his favour by establishing a centralized, statecontrolled sharia-based legal system, backed by the force of his cavalry.
In doing so, he confronted the power of the informal justice system represented by the ulama and the tribal elders, who exercised their legal and
implicit political authority through tribal councils ( jirga or shura). Recognizing their power, Abdul Rahman allowed informal legal systems to
continue, although he remained committed to the ‘‘ultimate goal’’ of
their dissolution.13
The next great reformer, Amir Amanullah (r. 1919–1929), issued a
state-supervised, standardized legal code as part of his ambitious modernization agenda.14 Inspired by Kamal Attaturk’s reforms in Turkey,
Amanullah promulgated the ﬁrst Afghan constitution (1923), which limited the role of informal justice institutions and challenged the authority
of both the conservative ulama and the tribal leaders. Its promulgation
met with strong resistance, especially in the eastern tribal areas in Khost,
and culminated in a rebellion that felled Amanullah. Among the leaders
of the resistance were many ulama who claimed that the new constitution
conﬂicted with the sharia. The constitution, of course, also served to undermine their power, and the rebellion has since been cited as a warning
to Afghan rulers of the difﬁculty of extending central authority outside
the urban areas.
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After a conservative reactionary interlude, modernizing legal reforms
were introduced during the middle and late periods of Zahir Shah’s reign
(1933–1973). The 1964 constitution contained enabling legislation designed to create ‘‘uniformity in judicial practice, organization, jurisdiction
and procedures of the courts’’ (Article 104). Much of the subsequent
legal work was inspired by the Egyptian model of modernist Islamic law,
with many laws being direct translations of Egyptian codes.15 The socalled statutory courts (ﬁrst established by Amanullah to limit the jurisdiction of the sharia courts) were strengthened. So was training of legal
personnel at the state university in Kabul. The capstone in the expansion
of ‘‘the ruler’s law’’ was the comprehensive penal and civil codes promulgated by President Daoud in 1976. The 1976 codes drew on principles of
both sharia and Western (mainly French) law. Daoud had members of
the ulama assisting in drawing up the codes, although some of them reportedly did so reluctantly. The codes built on sharia and some customary law, and to that extent expressed a syncretic vision of law as a
merger of different traditions. Yet, by signiﬁcantly expanding the body
of statutory law, the codes limited the legal room for applying sharia law
and thus represented ‘‘a further step . . . towards the secularization of
Afghanistan’’.16
Islamic law has been recognized in virtually all of Afghanistan’s many
constitutions since 1923, although its precise role has varied. The 1923
constitution promoted by the modernizing Amanullah invoked the principle of complementarity (all cases ‘‘will be decided in accordance with
the principles of sharia and general civil and criminal law’’, Article 21).
The more conservative 1931 constitution established the primacy of the
sharia. The 1964 constitution – generally considered the most liberal and
the model for the present constitution adopted in 2004 – was conservative
in matters of law. It afﬁrmed the subsidiary principle (courts would apply
sharia principles in the absence of statutory law), but also the stronger
principle of repugnancy (‘‘no law must be repugnant to the principles
of the sacred religion of Islam’’).17 The repugnancy principle established
Islam as the foundational law and positioned the ulama as the ultimate
authority on the constitutionality of a given code. The relationship meant
that ‘‘the government deﬁnes qanun [statute]’’ but the religious authorities ‘‘interpret and control ﬁqh [jurisprudence]’’.18
The repugnancy principle tilts the ultimate balance in favour of Islamic
law, and subsequent modernizers modiﬁed it. The constitution of 1977 reﬂected the vision of President Daoud, who seized power in a military
coup and embarked on a state-driven, socialist-inspired development
agenda. His constitution afﬁrmed respect for Islam in the preamble and
recognized a subsidiary role for sharia law (to be applied in the absence
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of statutory law), but that was all. Similar provisions were included in the
interim constitution of the communist party (PDPA), the Fundamental
Principles issued in 1980, two years after the party seized power.
Chastened by massive resistance to its rule and the Soviet invasion, the
PDPA later embraced a more even balance between the two traditions
of law. The 1987 constitution recognized Islam in the preamble and in a
separate Article 2, which in its core was similar to Article 2 of the 1964
constitution promulgated by the king: ‘‘The sacred religion of Islam is
the religion of Afghanistan and no law shall run counter to the principles
of Islam.’’ The repugnancy principle was re-established, although with a
caveat that recalled the complementarity principle in Amanullah’s constitution. The remainder of the article read ‘‘and other values in this constitution’’. These values included an explicit commitment to respect the
United Nations Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
Conﬂicts between values identiﬁed here and in certain interpretations of
sharia law were certainly conceivable, regarding for example freedom
of religion and the rights of women, but were left unresolved. The same
formulation was incorporated in the next, and last, constitution of the
PDPA, issued in 1990.
The ‘‘other values’’ invoked by the communist regime in the constitution and other laws were mainly associated with the ‘‘national, democratic, anti-feudal and anti-imperialist revolution’’ launched by the
PDPA in 1978. In terms of substantive law, the regime left a modernizing
and progressive legacy, especially the early decrees abolishing forced
marriage, initiating land reform and abolishing usury. The party also afﬁrmed the state nationalization laws issued by Daoud in a wide swathe of
the economy.
The communist period was followed by civil war, which erupted in the
power vacuum caused by the withdrawal of Soviet forces and the collapse
of the PDPA. Out of this chaos the Taliban emerged to spin another
thread into the texture of Afghan legal traditions. A striking feature of
Taliban rule was a redeﬁnition of the private and the public spheres,
as Juan Cole points out.19 Religion was de-privatized: how and where
individuals worshipped was now a matter of public law and state enforcement. By contrast, the Taliban decreed a re-privatization of the domestic,
most clearly expressed by restricting the presence of women in the public
sphere. These and similar strictures were expressed in detailed decrees
issued by the Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention
of Vice (an institution that pre-dated the Taliban). Transgressions were
punished by public displays of exemplary violence that ‘‘as in Foucault’s
old regime . . . inscribed the power of the state on the body of the
offender’’.20
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By the time the Taliban regime was overthrown, the old state apparatus was in ruins, and, with it, the formal system of justice that had developed since the late nineteenth century. In its absence, the informal justice
system run by local mullahs, the ulama and tribal elders in accordance
with customary and Islamic law was the principal mechanism for resolving conﬂicts and dispensing justice.
The formal justice system remained sharply bifurcated. The court system was divided between the principal structure, originally called the
sharia courts, later the primary courts, and the special courts introduced
to address matters associated with the growth of the state administration
and the economy (such as public security, civil servants, commercial disputes and trafﬁc violations). The legal personnel – judges, prosecutors
and attorneys – were divided in terms of their formal education. The proportion of judges with only religious education had been reduced somewhat in the 1960s, but as late as 1972 slightly over half of the judges had
no formal training beyond religious education in private madaris.21 Of
the remaining judges, the large majority had been trained in sharia law
in state madaris or the Islamic Law Faculty at Kabul University. Only a
small minority – 10 per cent – had graduated from the university’s Faculty of Law and Political Science.22 Outside the special statutory courts
(whose judges were trained in the Western tradition and applied statutory law), the training of judges determined which body of law would be
used. Judges trained in sharia law would apply Islamic jurisprudence regardless of the existence of relevant statutory law. Judges trained in statutory law and legal reasoning would apply positive law. Efforts in the
1960s and 1970s to integrate the bifurcated legal system had consequently focused on the training of judges. Courses on sharia jurisprudence were introduced in the Faculty of Law and Political Science and
principles of Western law and legal reasoning were introduced in the
Islamic Law Faculty. By the time of the 1978 revolution, however, little
progress had been made.23 The almost 25 years of revolution and war
put a further brake on institutional developments of this kind.

The ruler’s law and Islamic law after the Taliban
The challenges facing the reformers in the justice sector after 2001 were
enormous. The dominant justice sector – the informal system – did not
recognize the principles of international human rights law and international standards endorsed by the Western donors and the UN system,
particularly with respect to the rights of women and children. The formal
legal system was in near ruins. The material infrastructure was heavily
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damaged (courthouses abandoned, documents scattered, ofﬁcials killed
or in exile, the Ministry of Justice in disarray, etc.). Legal personnel
were mostly trained in Islamic law. A growing but diverse body of statutory law had accumulated over the years but was of uncertain validity
and relevance to the new order. The difﬁculties of connecting these
pieces and developing a legitimate, fair and functioning justice system
hobbled the reform efforts from the beginning.
The 2001 Bonn Agreement, which laid out the framework for the postTaliban new order, recognized the signiﬁcance of justice sector reform
and established a Judicial Reform Commission as one of several independent bodies of the new Afghan administration. The Commission
consisted of 16 eminent persons and was an opportunity to have the
country’s best legal scholars and practitioners participate in the rebuilding of the country’s justice system. Within four months of its establishment, however, the government dissolved the Commission because its
members could not agree. A new Commission laboured on for two years
but was unable to formulate a strategy for reform.
Donors, meanwhile, viewed justice sector reform as a requirement for
progress in development and security areas, and they were becoming increasingly impatient. The major donors had already agreed in April 2002
on a division of labour to speed up reconstruction. Italy was given the
lead responsibility for the justice sector and oversaw some progress in
physical reconstruction (such as refurbishing courthouses) and training
(legal seminars and conferences). The critical issues were mostly not
addressed, however, above all reform of the principal institutions (the
Ministry of Justice, the Attorney General’s Ofﬁce and the Supreme
Court, which administered the courts), strategies for dealing with the informal justice system (which by 2007 still handled an estimated 80 per
cent of cases24), policies for the education of legal personnel and strategies for developing substantive law.
The slow progress reﬂected institutional rivalries and resource competition, but more basically the diverse and competing concepts of law. In
institutional terms, for instance, the Ministry of Justice was associated
with the reformists, whereas the Supreme Court was a bastion of conservatives. Western donors sided with the reformists. As a way out of the
impasse. a 10-year plan was drawn up. Entitled ‘‘Justice for All’’, the
plan was coordinated with the interim ﬁve-year national development
plan (I-ANDS), which was validated in a formal and detailed Compact
between the Afghan authorities and the donors at a conference in London in January 2006. This did not resolve, but rather emphasized, the underlying conﬂicts. The Afghan institutions called upon to provide inputs –
the Attorney General’s Ofﬁce, the Ministry of Justice, the Supreme Court
– were unwilling or unable to offer a vision of a legal system for Afghan-
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istan, or even the more modest goal of determining how the bifurcated
court system could be cobbled together and how the informal justice system could be engaged. Instead, as the Bassiouni report noted, they came
up with benchmarks for salaries, training and material infrastructure
development.25
Western donors, for their part, emphasized training in statutory law,
evaluation and monitoring, and anti-corruption measures – all codeworded as ‘‘professionalization’’ – and donor coordination. Substantively,
Western donors stressed international standards, especially human rights
principles, but paid little attention to issues of Islamic law, the role of
Islamic authorities in Afghanistan and the country’s legal traditions, as
the Bassiouni report further concluded.26 Having the funds required for
reconstruction and reform, the donors had considerable leverage vis-à-vis
their Afghan partners. Consultation was often minimal. The UN mission
in Kabul (UNAMA) reprimanded donors in 2006 for failing ‘‘to properly
consult with the [Afghan] justice institutions’’.27 A joint Afghan–donor
consultative group established to promote better communication, the Justice Sector Consultative Group, had functioned poorly. UNAMA found a
‘‘lack of understanding among government and stakeholders about the
purpose’’ of the Group.28
Problems of communication and consultation were surface manifestations of underlying conﬂicts over what kind of law the reforms should
privilege. Take the matter of legal training. Afghan authorities and donors agreed in principle on the critical need for training. The question
was what kind. Five years into the post-Taliban order, almost two-thirds
of the judges had education beyond a primary-level madrasa. That was
better than the situation in 1972, when the equivalent ﬁgure was 53 per
cent. But there was a sharp imbalance in the kind of secondary or university training. Only 12 per cent were trained in Western law (compared
with 10 per cent in 1972). The rest were trained only in Islamic law.29
Western donors seized on this state of affairs to emphasize the need for
training in Western legal reasoning and statutory law, as offered at the
Faculty of Law and Political Science at Kabul University, rather than
the training that the University’s Islamic Law Faculty offered. To underline their priority, Italy and the United States – which had joined forces
to speed justice sector reform – agreed with the Afghan government in
2004 to establish a National Legal Training Center located at Kabul University. The objective was to ‘‘build a modern, professional service . . . to
ensure uniform curricula for similar trainings across the justice sector’’.30
In the two law faculties at Kabul University there were different perspectives on what this would entail. The promised centre added to the tension
over doctrine and resources between the faculties and made it difﬁcult to
establish joint training courses, as had been tried in the 1970s.

188

ASTRI SUHRKE AND KAJA BORCHGREVINK

For Western donors, an appropriate legal training programme was an
important instrument of the state-building project initiated in 2001, which
aimed to integrate Afghanistan into a liberal international economic and
political system. In this order of things, there was little room for more
education in Islamic law. The Western policy thrust also meant building
modernist institutions in the legal sector. The Ministry of Justice, a critical element in the ‘‘liberal peace’’ agenda, was – along with the Ministry
of Finance – singled out for early, preferential civil service reform (PRR)
and received a lot of technical assistance. Reformists led the Ministry of
Justice almost from the beginning. The Ministry’s taqnin department –
which drafted laws – was one of its most overworked but also most effective units. By 2007 the taqnin had prepared 188 laws for adoption over
the previous ﬁve years, and was aiming for another 20 in 2007–2008, including a (revised) Criminal Procedure Code, contract law, elections law
and civil service law.31
The donors had initially less success with the Supreme Court. The
Chief Justice from 2001 until 2006, Faisal Ahmed Shinwari, was a leading
conservative trained exclusively in Islamic law. Shinwari was outspoken
on politically sensitive issues, issuing fatwas (Islamic decrees) against an
Afghan feminist holding a cabinet position and against a local TV station
for ‘‘obscene’’ broadcasts. Given the Supreme Court’s statutory independence and responsibility for administering the court system, Shinwari was
more than a symbol of conservative power. Western donors and Afghan
reformists joined forces against him. By early 2006, a group of European
diplomats sent a formal request to Karzai to ‘‘professionalize’’ the Supreme Court – that is, bringing in reformist judges with knowledge of
statutory law.32 In the end, the newly elected Afghan parliament rejected
Shinwari’s reappointment in 2006.

The ruler and the ulama
The constitution adopted in January 2004 afﬁrmed the foundational role
of Islamic law. Afghanistan is an ‘‘Islamic Republic’’ and the primacy of
Islam is established in the principle of repugnancy: ‘‘no law can be contrary to the sacred religion of Islam’’ (Article 3). As during the Daoud
and communist governments, the constitution refers to international standards – the UN Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
– although in more compelling terms.33 For the ﬁrst time, a market economy is also enshrined in the constitution (Article 10). Yet the hierarchy
of laws is clearly established by Article 3. Efforts during the drafting
session to add the clause ‘‘and other values in this constitution’’ were defeated, although the addition survived in unofﬁcial translations. Never-

AFGHANISTAN

189

theless, the interpretation of law was often placed in the political arena,
with religious authorities playing an active part.
Sunni Muslims in Afghanistan do not have an organized or hierarchical
clergy, and the ulama do not constitute a monolithic body. Collectively,
the ulama are distinguished from ordinary village mullahs by function
and education. As elsewhere in the Muslim world, the authority of the
ulama derives from their education rather than their association with institutions. Some are organized in councils of religious leaders (shura e
ulama), of which there exist several at various levels (local, provincial
and national). Since 2001, the ulama have been split between government supporters (seen by other ulama as political opportunists) and government sceptics (who wanted to keep the ulama autonomous and
independent of government inﬂuence). The schism reﬂects a growing
polarization that emerged during the 1980s and 1990s between ‘‘the
modernists’’ – educated at the University of Kabul, inspired by Egyptian
(and Pakistani) Islamism and sometimes having studied at Al-Ahzar
University in Cairo – and the ‘‘traditionalists’’ – educated at private
madaris.34
Like previous rulers, the Karzai government has tried to mobilize the
ulama in order to legitimize the regime and its policies, and to pre-empt
the radical opposition. The national shura e ulama is supported by the
government and a measure of cooperation has been evident. The shura
agreed, for instance, to issue a fatwa in support of the government on
key issues such as declaring the cultivation of the opium poppy unIslamic and calling for the release of a kidnapped foreign worker. Independent religious leaders in Kabul were quick to label the national shura
a mouthpiece of the government, but the relationship has been complex
and ambiguous.35 In formal terms, the ulama are supposed to be men of
piety and wisdom, and as interpreters of the (Islamic) law they are also
the moral guardians of society. Being too closely identiﬁed with the government would erode both the self-image and the status of the shura, and
the council has resisted open attempts at being instrumentalized. For instance, while supporting the government on the poppy issue, the ulama
also wanted to promote their own policy agenda (such as a total ban on
alcohol consumption).36
The mounting insurgency has greatly increased the pressure on the religious authorities. Moving too close to the government can mean a death
sentence from the Taliban. The government, for its part, has attempted
to establish friendly shura of clergy in contested areas in the south as
part of its counter-insurgency strategy. Inﬂuential voices in the government, echoed by foreign advisers, have suggested enlisting the ulama in
a nationwide network of government informants, paying them salaries to
report on activities in the local mosques.37 The private madaris are seen
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by reformist Afghans as well as Western donors and many in the UN aid
system as institutional carriers of tradition and a potential source of religious radicalization. Seeking to enhance state inﬂuence and control in
this sector, the Minister of Education started a programme to establish
new state-supported madaris – dar ul uloom, or ‘‘centres of excellence’’
– in all provinces. The schools will combine religious education, secular
subjects and skills training. A number of religious leaders considered
traditional–conservative – but not fundamentalist or Islamist – are critical of the idea, dismissing it as populism that could create further distrust
and widen the gap between the government and the ulama as well as
local mullahs.38
Contradictory demands from reformists and conservative segments on
the political spectrum have converged on the President’s ofﬁce. Trying to
strike a balance, Karzai tried to please all sides. On issues of public morality and the media, he offended reformists but pleased conservatives by
approving the reintroduction of the Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue
and the Prevention of Vice (which had long existed but was made notorious by the Taliban), and by supporting restrictions on the media. To the
relief of Afghan and foreign modernists and human rights advocates, the
Department of Vice and Virtue was reintroduced in name only and not
activated. In his nominations to the Supreme Court in 2006, Karzai struck
a careful balance by proposing candidates with training in statutory and
Islamic law in equal numbers. The parliament cherry-picked his list,
most strikingly by defeating Karzai’s controversial re-nomination of
Chief Justice Shinwari. The opponents of Shinwari formed a diverse
group of modernists and female representatives, as well as representatives associated with radical Islamist groupings who apparently saw an
opportunity to create an embarrassing defeat for Karzai.
The reformist/conservative divide was highlighted by two controversial
cases involving alleged violations of the sharia. One case involved the
(male) editor of a women’s human rights magazine who was indicted for
blasphemy and faced a possible death penalty. In the other case, a man
who had publicly declared on Afghan TV that he had converted to Christianity faced the mandatory death sentence if convicted under the sharia.
Both cases were going through the court system in 2005–2006 while contradictory political pressures mounted. Afghan modernists and international supporters mobilized on behalf of the editor and against the death
penalty for the convert, while conservative forces around Chief Justice
Shinwari came together on the other side. The apostasy case attracted
much attention, both in Afghanistan and abroad. There were street
demonstrations in Kabul and several ulama publicly called for the death
penalty. There were equally strong reactions in the international aid
community and a public outcry in the United States. (The case was even
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featured as a vote question on the front page of the widely used American internet server aol.com.) The case became so inﬂamed that it could
not be resolved inside Afghanistan and the defendant was spirited out of
the country (to exile in Italy).
In terms of law, the editor’s case was more complex and more revealing of the religious and political landscape. At the request of the Supreme Court, Ali Mohaqiq Nasab was arrested in October 2005 and
charged with blasphemy for having written articles that claimed (i) conversion from Islam to another religion was forbidden (in moral terms),
but it was not a crime (in terms of civil law), (ii) harsh corporal punishment was inconsistent with the principles of the sharia, and (iii) Islamic
law in some respects discriminated against women. To conservative
clerics, these were unacceptable transgressions. A group of 200 religious
scholars in Kandahar issued a fatwa declaring that Nasab should repent
or be hanged within three days. Kandahar is often considered a stronghold of religious conservatism, but there were reactions elsewhere as
well. A sizeable group of clerics gathered in the northern city of Mazare-Sharif to issue an equally clear opinion, demanding that Nasab be executed for blasphemy. On the other side, an assorted group assembled to
defend Nasab: the head of the Ministry of Information and Culture, the
journalists’ association, the government-appointed but independent
Media Commission, the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission, and an assortment of foreign organizations including the Open
Society Institute, Reporters Without Borders and the Committee to Protect Journalists. Interestingly, Nasab’s defenders did not argue on the
grounds of substantive law, as Nasab himself had done. They could have
invoked the basic argument of Islamic modernists to the effect that,
although the sharia is both religion and law, a distinction must be made
between moral (or religious) law and civil law. If a given rule laid down
in the Quran or sharia ‘‘is a rule of law, the state should enforce it; if it is a
rule of ethics, the state cannot enforce it’’.39 Nasab’s defenders, however,
were unwilling or unable to engage the ulama on these terms. Instead,
they argued on procedural grounds: Nasab’s arrest was illegal in technical
terms and his trial ﬂawed. President Karzai refused to take a public
stand, referring to the independence of the judiciary as laid down in the
constitution. In the end, Nasab’s fate was resolved with a mild jail sentence that was later commuted.
Western donors and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) had in
both cases weighed in heavily on the side of the defendants. Although
this helped secure a short-term victory for liberalism and tolerance, it
also created the impression that the Afghan government had caved in to
Western pressures, thus failing both the nation and the sacred religion. It
was a double-barrelled loss of legitimacy.
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The mullahs of Saidabad
What do presumably ‘‘traditional’’ mullahs think about legal reform and
the role of Western agents in matters of justice? To address this question,
we can draw on a study that included structured interviews with mullahs
in the predominantly Pashtun province of Wardak, just south of Kabul,
and semi-structured interviews with other religious leaders.40
Located only half an hour’s drive from Kabul but in a distinctly rural
setting, Saidabad district in Wardak is situated on the fringes of the Pashtun heartland. The province was a stronghold of the Islamist movement
Hezb-e-Islami of Hekmatyar Gulbuddin during the war against the communists and the civil war, and important commanders later joined the
Taliban. The population is almost entirely ethnic Pashtun and follows
the Hanaﬁ school of Sunni Islam.41 The mullahs interviewed in Saidabad
reﬂect the population in this respect. They are also steeped in the belief
of the primacy of one school of Islamic law, the Hanaﬁ ﬁqh. Only a few
accepted that a different jurisprudence should be applied to minority
sects.
The sample had great differences in age and education. The mullahs
interviewed range in age from 23 to 78 and have mixed educational backgrounds from private and/or government religious educational institutions. Most have higher-level degrees.42 Most attended lower-level
religious schools in Afghanistan and then went on to either government
madaris (such as the Darul Uloom in Kabul) or private madaris in Pakistan.43 Despite these differences, the mullahs are quite homogeneous in
their views of the role of religion in society, the role of the mullah and
the relationship between the ulama and the government.
The sample represents ‘‘the village mullah’’ – the traditional backbone
of religious civil society. The mullahs are poor; they commonly live on
donations from the community or work as teachers (of both religious
and secular subjects) in government schools. Although local mullahs are
still highly respected in their communities and people listen to them, the
politicization of religion during the jihad and subsequently under Taliban
rule has reduced their standing. The mullahs are scrutinized by the community for their sincerity and virtues, something that may have contributed to the decision of most mullahs in Saidabad to stay out of politics.
Some mullahs were associated with political parties during the war
against the communists, but none report having political afﬁliations at
present. Instead, they describe their duties primarily as those of moral
guardians who protect virtue and protect against vice.
The mullahs in Saidabad are isolated and disconnected both from the
government and from organized religious civil society. They evidently
have no contact with the government Ministry of Pilgrimage and Reli-
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gious Affairs. Although this ministry pays the salaries of some mullahs
and religious preachers in other parts of the country,44 none of the mullahs interviewed in Saidabad said they were on the ministry payroll. Further, no district-level shura e ulama appears to exist, and most mullahs
were unaware of the existence of a provincial shura e ulama. None professed to have connections with the national shura e ulama, although this
might be because they feared that admitting to government links would
invite Taliban reprisals.
As for the role of the shura e ulama, the mullahs in Saidabad emphasized the corrective function of the moral guardian. As they saw it, the
responsibility of the national shura e ulama was to put pressure on the
government to follow the right way of the Quran and enforce the sharia.
If that happened, peace would prevail. This view contrasts with that of
religious actors interviewed in the capital, Kabul, where some ulama saw
their role as being a bridge between the state and the people.45 The
ulama who were most sympathetic to the government emphasized that
their role was to preach in favour of government policy – provided the
government was Islamic. Individuals more critical of the government believed the shura e ulama should be apolitical and independent of the government and act as a guardian to protect virtue and protect against vice.
With the sharia constitutionally afﬁrmed as the basis of all law in
Afghanistan, the Saidabad mullahs did not see the relationship between
secular law and the sharia as particularly sensitive or conﬂictual. They
assumed that, in the event of conﬂict, sharia law would prevail. When
sharia law was set aside – as in the 2006 apostasy case – the mullahs
uniformly and strongly condemned it. The government’s failure to observe sharia law (and impose the mandatory death penalty) demonstrated its lack of independence and its subservience to foreign
pressures, they said. A few mullahs went further, seeing it as evidence of
a Western conspiracy to diminish the status of Islamic principles.
Given these views, it is hardly surprising that almost all the mullahs rejected Western assistance and advice in matters of law. In this area, only
assistance from other Muslim states was acceptable. The mullahs complained about the government’s priorities in the justice sector, claiming
that the Karzai government was concerned only about women’s rights
and human rights. This view was echoed by ulama in Kabul, who stressed
the need to go slowly in the area of human rights and related legal reforms: ‘‘Afghans are not ready for this.’’
In Saidabad, as in much of the country, local conﬂicts are mainly resolved by community leaders and ulama who apply a combination of
customary law and sharia law. Most mullahs did not ﬁnd the use of customary law (urf ) problematic, provided it did not conﬂict with the sharia.
Applied in institutions sanctioned by Islam – assemblies such as shura
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and jirga – customary law was seen as an appropriate means of reaching
agreement through consensus to create peace. Moreover, the mullahs
often had a place in the shura and could thereby bring the authority of
the sharia to bear on matters of dispute.
In Wardak, as in Afghanistan generally, a case is brought to the formal
court system only if it is serious and cannot be settled through the informal justice system (and not always even then). Decades of corruption in
the courts have made the institution as a whole lose legitimacy. Most
people cannot afford to bring cases to the court and distrust its verdicts.46
The mullahs of Saidabad, likewise, uniformly describe the government
district courts as corrupt. The fact that most of the judges and prosecutors have religious training is not a mitigating factor in their view. The
judges are simply corrupt, they said. Asked what they consider to be necessary qualiﬁcations of a judge, the mullahs cited personal moral qualities
– ‘‘piety’’ and ‘‘wisdom’’ – rather than formal education.
Although critical of non-Muslim foreign assistance in the ﬁeld of law,
the mullahs of Saidabad were generally positive towards the government’s development agenda as well as foreign aid for reconstruction.
Most said that foreign aid was needed and wanted by the people of
Afghanistan; it was also an obligation owed by the West after the Afghan
mujahedin defeated the communist Soviet Union. Almost none of the
mullahs interviewed took part in foreign or government-funded reconstruction activities, but many would have liked to if offered the opportunity. Many of the mullahs were also conversant with issues in the national
aid discourse. Some suspected that aid was mainly going into the pockets
of inﬂuential people rather than reaching those in need. Some cited preconditions. Aid should be grants, not loans, and should be unconditional.
Some speciﬁed that only technical assistance was acceptable. Above
all, the foreigners must respect Afghanistan’s culture and religion –
afghaniyat and islamiyat. In this area, the Afghans must decide. These
views harmonize with the self-image of the mullahs as the moral guardians and protectors and promoters of the right path.
Although they accepted foreign assistance for reconstruction and humanitarian purposes, almost all the mullahs strongly opposed the foreign
military presence. Foreign soldiers were described in highly negative
terms (‘‘kaﬁr invaders’’, ‘‘criminals’’, ‘‘threaten peace and security’’). A
few mullahs said jihad against the foreign forces was obligatory ( farz).
A few cited cases where foreign troops had bombed and harassed
Afghans, not in their province but further south (‘‘we travel there and
we know’’).
As for government institutions, the mullahs see the Karzai government
as weak and dependent on foreigners, mainly the United States. They
view the parliament as a legitimate institution in that the Quran provides
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for the institution of an assembly (a shura), but many describe the parliamentarians as corrupt, self-seeking and illegitimate.
Overall, the mullahs of Saidabad seem ﬁrmly anchored on the conservative side of what in the ﬁeld of law appears as a reformist/conservative
divide in contemporary Afghanistan. The mullahs see the clerics as the
moral guardians of the state, thereby rejecting a distinction between religion (as morality) and the state (as enforcer of civil law). They see the
sharia as both foundational and supreme in matters of justice. There is
little room in this vision for statutory law as a separate body, and there
is also strong opposition to Western aid for legal reform. In part, this
seems to reﬂect the suspicion that Western legal assistance is a cover for
proselytizing Christianity – a view that is eminently logical if the premise
is that law and religion form an indissoluble entity.47 As for the formal
justice system, the mullahs’ attitudes appear to reﬂect ethical rather than
legal or doctrinal concerns. The problem with the government courts is
not the nature of the law applied, which is assumed to be in accordance
with the sharia as afﬁrmed in the constitution, but the poor quality of the
judges (‘‘corrupt’’).
These views suggest that the mullahs would be open to justice sector
reform provided this is clearly done within the framework of the sharia
and without high-proﬁle Western involvement. Assistance from Muslim
countries, it should be noted, would be welcome. A certain openness to
both government and foreign assistance was noticeable in other areas.
The mullahs were anxious to keep a political distance from the government, but many were teaching in government schools (unlike the more
militant Islamists, who are burning government schools). The mullahs
strongly opposed a foreign military presence, and many saw the government as subservient to Western powers, but they all appreciated foreign
economic assistance and many were ready to participate in development
projects.

Conclusions: Problems and proposals
Rebuilding the justice system in Afghanistan after almost 25 years of war
and changing governments is an enormous challenge; translating that into
an agenda for reform makes the task even more daunting.
The history of previous legal reforms in the country is characterized by
negotiation among diverse legal traditions. At the present time, Western
assistance has been visible and proactive, with little effort to engage with
Islamic law and limited consultation with Afghans. This process has emphasized the division between Islamic law and Western statutory law
rather than the potential for accommodation and integration.
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Islamic legal traditions are marked by diversity and constant negotiation. If integrative or truly ‘‘liberal’’ reform were the objective of international assistance to the justice sector, Muslim countries would have been
a more appropriate source of aid. Involving Muslim countries with a history of negotiating relations between the scholars’ law and the ruler’s law
– such as Egypt, Turkey and Pakistan – could have strengthened the
integrative dimension in justice sector reform. In Pakistan, for instance,
legal scholars from various traditions worked for years to establish the
Muslim Family Laws Ordinance of 1961.48 Using Pakistani expertise
was politically impossible in view of the country’s support for the Taliban
regime, but only modest and belated efforts were made to recruit specialists from other Muslim countries. Several Egyptian legal advisers were
assigned to the Supreme Court as well as the UN mission, and some
worked in a later phase of the Italian-led reform programme. Overall,
however, the most signiﬁcant actors in this ﬁeld were the United States
and Italy – neither of which have much experience in engaging positively
with Islamic law.
The collective proﬁle of the mullahs of Saidabad underscores the importance of the conclusion reached by the Bassiouni report in 2007. To
be legitimate and effective, legal reform has to engage with the foundation of justice in Afghanistan: Islamic law. Arguably, reform also must
be visibly shaped by Afghans rather than foreigners, particularly from
non-Muslim countries. Even traditionalist religious ﬁgures of the Saidabad type are open to cooperation provided the foreigners respect both
the culture and the religion – afghaniyat and islamiyat. This is crucially
important in the matter of law, which goes to the heart of the moral foundation of society.
The other main conclusion that has emerged from recent studies of the
legal reform programme is the importance of the informal justice system.
Over eight years after the Bonn Agreement, there is widespread and increasing disillusionment with the formal justice sector, documented most
thoroughly by the Human Development Report for Afghanistan for
2007.49 A principal recommendation of that report is to build on what exists – the informal justice system of the local shura and jirga, which rely
on sharia and customary law – rather than focus on the pieces remaining
from the ruins of the formal sector. The recommendation resonates with
many experts, both in Afghanistan and outside. It has not been enthusiastically endorsed by either the government or some donors, which criticize the report for romanticizing a system that is often harsh on women
and children and does not incorporate international standards of justice.
The Western coalition has many agendas in Afghanistan – strategic,
economic and political – and not all are compatible with liberal reforms
in Isaiah Berlin’s sense. Pressure from an insurgency that deﬁnes itself
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in militant Islamic terms seems to have decreased rather than increased
the space for a syncretic, liberal vision of justice. The militants are providing their own Taliban brand of justice by establishing ad hoc courts
one day (or night) and moving on the next. The Western coalition, for
its part, is trying harder to ‘‘win hearts and minds’’ with military force,
development and the provision of justice in the Western legal tradition.
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Peacebuilding in BosniaHerzegovina: Reﬂections on the
development–democracy link
Vesna Bojicic-Dzelilovic

More than a decade after the violent conﬂict that tore the country apart,
Bosnia-Herzegovina’s recovery is well under way. The country is peaceful, its economy is growing and there are regular, orderly changes of government. Rapprochement with the European Union’s community of
developed and democratic countries marks a new era, different from
that of war and destruction. Although progress has been halting, it is
advancing. Nevertheless, the international actors that have stewarded
Bosnia-Herzegovina along this path of recovery still consider it too risky
to withdraw their presence fully, wary that the level of order and stability
achieved might not be sustained. Compared with other conﬂict-affected
countries, which are typically underdeveloped and often home to large
groups of destitute people, Bosnia-Herzegovina, along with Kosovo, is
something of an exception. When conﬂict erupted it was a medium developed industrial country whose population enjoyed living standards that
were higher than those in most comparable East European ex-communist
countries, some of which are now European Union members. BosniaHerzegovina’s recovery from war has been aided by post-conﬂict international assistance on an unprecedented scale: in per capita terms, it is
higher than in any other case. As such, the country has provided an extremely propitious environment for the ‘‘virtuous’’ dynamics of development and democracy underpinning the concept of liberal peace.
The problem, as this chapter suggests, lies in the way that the practice of
liberal peacebuilding has operationalized the idea of the peace-inducing
qualities of the development–democracy dynamic, while emphasizing
New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2
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the role of development. The development of a market economy and democracy, the two main components of the liberal peace concept, has been
pursued through a set of reforms centred around economic and political
liberalization, which in most war-torn countries are embarked on simultaneously.1 The understanding behind such an approach to post-conﬂict
rehabilitation is that economic liberalization is essential for the development of a successful market economy, which, by improving general welfare and the economic well-being of the public, will encourage political
moderation and contribute to democratic politics, thereby fostering
peace. In other words, it is assumed that economic recovery will buttress
the unfolding of democracy and its peacebuilding potential. This raises
the crucial question of the type of development that is promoted by the
standard set of neo-liberal policies pursued within the liberal peace project and its democracy-boosting potential.
The central point of this chapter is that the narrow understanding of
development within the liberal peace concept – which puts a premium
on stimulating economic growth anchored in ﬁscal and price stability
and, by extension, the set of policies considered essential for it – is fundamentally ill suited to a post-conﬂict economic, political and institutional
context. By facilitating the concentration of wealth and control over productive resources, it produces socially polarizing growth instead of creating the foundations for a broad-based, more equitable development that
would beneﬁt the population at large, and hence have a politically stabilizing effect. It feeds economic insecurity by limiting the availability of
and access to legitimate and well-remunerated employment and an adequate and stable social welfare system. This in turn obstructs progress towards interest-based political participation (and away from divisive issues
such as ethnicity) that would encourage more constructive, inclusive
democratic politics. Furthermore, the implementation of economic policies aimed at post-conﬂict rehabilitation puts the key decision-making
prerogatives in the hands of the executive, weakening the role of representative institutions as a condition for deepening democratic politics and
broadening citizenship rights beyond electoral politics. These, I argue,
are the reasons for the puzzling outcome of the liberal peacebuilding
effort in Bosnia-Herzegovina: the combination of economic growth and
political stagnation belies the expectation that economic development
will have a positive impact on the democratic process, as suggested by the
liberal peace idea.
The chapter is divided into four main sections. The ﬁrst section develops a framework for the analysis of the link between economic reforms,
democracy and peacebuilding by focusing on the growth–employment–
poverty nexus, and in doing so departs from the standard criticisms of
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neo-liberal economic policies in post-conﬂict contexts. The second section assesses the main challenges of post-war economic reconstruction in
Bosnia-Herzegovina, highlighting the complexity and depth of the required structural transformation, and brieﬂy reviews the main economic
reforms and their outcomes. The focus is on the real economy and employment generation as two aspects that fall outside a narrow neo-liberal
understanding of macroeconomic stability and yet are of paramount
importance in the post-conﬂict context, especially its early stages. In
the third section, I look at the empirical evidence on the main trends in
Bosnia-Herzegovina’s poverty, inequality and social exclusion in the context of post-war growth and analyse them in relation to the patterns in
unemployment. The fourth section extends the analysis of poverty and
social exclusion to the democratic process and peacebuilding. It argues
that poverty and social exclusion have been a strong deterrent to citizens’
participation in the democratic institutions created during the surge of political liberalization under the liberal peace agenda. Bosnia-Herzegovina
has been prevented from making the political process relevant and beneﬁcial to those social constituencies that have been most affected by the
conﬂict and the nature of the peace achieved.

Neo-liberal economic reforms, democratic consolidation and
peacebuilding: Analysing the connection
Testing the link between development and the level of democracy is difﬁcult, as longstanding research on this theme demonstrates. Although
there is clear evidence of an afﬁnity between the two, the direction of
their causality remains unclear.2 The common thread in the large body
of literature on this theme is that poverty stands in the way of democracy.
This opens an avenue to explore how the economic policies of liberalization are linked to democratic consolidation in the framework of liberal
peacebuilding,3 beyond general arguments about the social tensions they
exert, at least in the short run, and their apparently self-explanatory impact on democratic consolidation (or a lack thereof). Poverty is also often
associated with inequality and social exclusion, which affect the exercise
of political equality – a key attribute of democracy. And it is this aspect
of social exclusion that is intimately related to poverty and would seem to
be decisive in problematizing the link between the consolidation of democracy, economic reforms and peacebuilding.4 What matters, argues
Sylvia Chan, is not the formal entitlement to civil, economic and political rights, but the ability to exercise these rights effectively. This, she
contends, becomes difﬁcult in conditions of poverty: ‘‘The meaning of
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autonomy, choice, equality or any other of these fundamental concepts
considered to be basic to liberal democracy under conditions of destitution is questionable indeed.’’5
Thus, poverty is a formidable barrier to participation in the economic,
political and cultural spheres. Democratic politics, as Burnell observed,
requires that ‘‘all citizens are aware of their opportunity to participate;
political inclusion, but also social and economic inclusion are key to participation’’.6 This implies that, ultimately, concern for an improvement in
the economic and social conditions of ordinary citizens is essential for a
successful peacebuilding outcome. This, in turn, underscores the vital importance of the transformative potential of the economic reforms pursued in the course of post-war reconstruction with regard to the broader
social environment and the economic conditions of the population at
large. Without tangible progress towards achieving secure and resilient
livelihoods and social stability – important ingredients of a ‘‘peace dividend effect’’ – there is a danger of public loss of conﬁdence in the peacebuilding process and diminished loyalty to the state and its institutions,
which, in the ﬁnal outcome, renders populations more susceptible to
other agendas such as the divisive politics of the ethno-nationalist parties
in Bosnia-Herzegovina, ultimately undermining the peacebuilding process itself.7 This seems to be the aspect of liberal peacebuilding that
is overshadowed by an overwhelming concern with macroeconomic performance – despite the inclusion of a poverty reduction agenda. And this
puts the spotlight on the important role of employment as the mainstay
of individuals’ economic security in the aftermath of conﬂict and as the
key mechanism for reducing poverty.8 Through its impact on income
and income distribution, employment has a major inﬂuence on poverty.9
Thus, only an economic policy that is able to generate substantial increases in employment and/or labour remuneration will have a meaningful impact on poverty reduction, which (despite recently being accorded
an elevated status in the practice of peacebuilding) is yet to become more
systematically addressed.
The second-order priority assigned to employment in the post-war reconstruction strategies informed by neo-liberal policies, which harken
back to the neoclassical assumption of market clearing that precludes
deliberate policy action on job creation, has been rightly criticized.10
Despite these criticisms, there has been precious little offered in terms
of analysing how individual policies within neo-liberal economic reform
packages impact on employment creation and the important repercussions of the politics of reform in the post-conﬂict milieu. Much of this
critique has been directed at the impact of macroeconomic policies,
particularly ﬁscal and monetary policy, with microeconomic policies and
institutional reforms receiving much less attention, despite their rele-
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vance to employment creation. This is a critical oversight in the post-war
context in that microeconomic and institutional reforms by their nature
involve a long-term process and one that is inherently political. This
means that the nature of the political process is inextricably linked to
the process and outcome of those reforms. They involve the reallocation
of a country’s economic resources and the structural realignment of the
economy, which makes these reforms vulnerable to the vagaries of local
politics intent on taking advantage of the extraordinary post-war circumstances to secure a privileged position in this process at the expense
of generating wealth to beneﬁt the public at large. In a context where political consensus and a commitment to reforms, the sine qua non of the
neo-liberal approach, are often declared, the politics of microeconomic
and institutional reforms can further aggravate the constraints on employment generation inherent in macroeconomic stabilization policies
through their demand depression effect, especially in the short to medium term.11 It is, then, this complex set of issues that needs to be considered when discussing the impact of neo-liberal economic policies on
employment as the key variable in analysing the link between neo-liberal
economic policies, democratic consolidation and peacebuilding.
The other line of inﬂuence of neo-liberal economic policies that is relevant to the link between democracy and peacebuilding is their impact
on social welfare. The important question here is the impact that these
economic policies – advanced in the framework of post-war reconstruction and particularly macroeconomic stabilization – have on the material
base for a social welfare programme. Although the issue of resources is
critical, the commitment to policies aimed at providing social protection
for the most vulnerable is equally relevant in creating a social welfare
framework that would provide people with a sense of security and stability and motivate them to participate in the reconstruction process.12
However, for reasons of space, this aspect is not covered in depth in this
chapter.

Bosnia-Herzegovina’s post-war economic reconstruction
challenges and policies
The economic devastation of Bosnia-Herzegovina that resulted from the
1992–1995 war is amply documented.13 By the end of the war, more than
half the workforce were unemployed and the majority of the population were enduring a precarious existence dependent on humanitarian
assistance. Wages and pensions went unpaid, and the social safety-net
disintegrated. Because of the nature of the conﬂict, there was mass population displacement, which resulted in an estimated half of the pre-war
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population living as refugees abroad or displaced internally within
Bosnia-Herzegovina. In parallel with the physical devastation and disruption, the war brought a total disintegration of the economic, social,
political and institutional framework upon which Bosnia-Herzegovina’s
existence as one of former Yugoslavia’s republics was founded. For almost
a decade preceding the war that ripped Yugoslavia apart, the country
was engulfed in deep economic crisis. Bosnia-Herzegovina, one of the
least developed republics of former Yugoslavia, was particularly affected
by its economic downfall. The proﬁle of Bosnia-Herzegovina’s economy,
which was dominated by large industrial conglomerates with extensive
links to production and commercial networks, made it particularly vulnerable to the deterioration in economic and political conditions that occurred throughout the 1980s.14 The viability of Bosnia-Herzegovina’s
industrial core, which represented almost half of pre-war gross domestic
product (GDP) and employment, hinged on deep restructuring and technological innovation, transformations that the command economies were
ill equipped to perform. The legacy of a structurally distorted economy,
and of the break-up of a country as a single economic space, and the consequent economic dislocation this provoked, compounded by the war,
made the development context in which the post-war rehabilitation of
Bosnia-Herzegovina was initiated particularly challenging.
The war also had profound political and institutional repercussions on
the course and dynamics of economic recovery. Three separate politicoeconomic units were established within the territorial boundaries of
Bosnia-Herzegovina, each with a clear ethnic majority as a result of
‘‘ethnic cleansing’’ and controlled by a hostile ethnic elite. The three ministates adopted different currencies, restricted the movement of people
and goods and engaged in no formal economic cooperation. What thrived
was an informal and often illicit economy, which involved amorphous
constellations of actors, including paramilitaries, high-ranking politicians,
members of the state apparatus, criminals and also ordinary citizens trying to eke out a bare existence.15 Not only had the war interrupted market reforms, there was an actual reversion towards statist policies,
marked by the profound intrusion of politics in the economic sphere,
two domains clearly delineated under the liberal tradition. These institutions provided inadequate foundations for the type of reforms that accompanied the post-war reconstruction spearheaded by the international
ﬁnancial institutions. This deﬁciency was exacerbated by the local elites’
lack of political will to engage constructively in the process. The Dayton
Peace Agreement, which attempted to reconstruct the state of BosniaHerzegovina, ﬁrst and foremost in a legal sense, created a state that
lacked economic sovereignty, because it entrusted the central state with
the minimum of prerogatives in the domain of economic governance.
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This reﬂected the compromise in the overall political settlement, which
engendered an institutional framework unable to provide the degree of
political stability that is required for modern economic development and
inherent in the liberal peace concept.16
The overriding goal of the complex set of reforms that were set in train
under the post-war recovery programme was macroeconomic stability as
a precondition for economic recovery and the structural transformation
of the economy. In this sense, these reforms mirrored the transition-style
policies adopted in most former communist countries. The highest order
of priority was the establishment of an appropriate ﬁscal and monetary
regime in a country with a highly decentralized ﬁscal system and no common currency. On the ﬁscal side, this involved cuts in public spending,
some expenditure realignment and tax reforms to strengthen the public
revenue base. On the monetary side, the currency board regime was selected as a means of avoiding the political risks to monetary stability
rather than taming inﬂation, which by that time was under control in
most of the country.17 The initial set of reforms included ﬁnancial liberalization, trade liberalization and privatization. With the exception of privatization, the implementation of these reforms proceeded relatively
quickly because of the fairly simple legislative procedure and, on the
whole, rather successfully in terms of the key objectives. Fiscal accounts
improved, monetary stability was achieved, and one of the most liberal
trade regimes in South-East Europe was put in place. Financial sector
reform facilitated the transfer of virtually the entire banking sector into
foreign ownership, creating a competitive and substantially improved
ﬁnancial system. In contrast, privatization progressed slowly, at times
stalling altogether, as a result of deﬁciencies in the institutional framework, too few attractive companies and above all – and especially in the
Federation – political obstructions.18
To implement these reforms, Bosnia-Herzegovina needed a whole new
institutional framework of economic governance, which, in the absence
of local political consensus, had a major impact on the speed of the
reforms and the ultimate outcome. The success of some of the reform
policies, principally ﬁscal consolidation and monetary stability, can be attributed mostly to the fact that the international community took a decisive role, one of the examples being the appointment of foreigners to
steer the Central Bank of Bosnia-Herzegovina and the Indirect Taxation
Authority, for a period of time. But progress in microeconomic and institutional reforms, vital for addressing the deep-seated structural obstacles
to the recovery of Bosnia-Herzegovina’s productive potential, has been
stunted throughout the period of post-war reconstruction, caught up in
local political struggles. Reforms involving legislative harmonization or
the transfer of responsibilities relevant to economic policymaking from
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entity to state level encountered strong political obstacles, implying as
they did a strengthening of the integrative elements of the Dayton Peace
Agreement. For example, it took four years for the follow-up legislation
to be adopted for the state-level foreign investment law, and still longer
for a single, country-wide business register to be established as part of
the reform designed to improve the business environment and stimulate
private sector growth, the cornerstone of the neo-liberal concept. Reforms, such as land ownership, registration and bankruptcy and liquidation law, or restitution became highly charged political issues, directly
undermining the role of private sector development.19
It is not the purpose of this chapter to make a detailed analysis of the
complex politics and the outcome of these reforms. But the main trends
are ambiguous at best, especially with regard to the country’s longer-term
economic sustainability and self-reliance. The key macroeconomic developments have been positive, with a record of strong initial output recovery translated into slower but nevertheless respectable growth, low
inﬂation and improved ﬁscal balance. Overall living standards have recovered substantially and war-inﬂicted destitution is a thing of the past
for large sections of the population. However, this positive macroeconomic picture belies some serious shortcomings of the post-war reconstruction policies, so that, 14 years after the end of the conﬂict and
following the injection of billions of dollars in international assistance
to a once fairly developed industrial country, pre-war levels of per
capita output have not been achieved. In fact, in terms of the economic
structure, there has been a reversion to a less advanced economic proﬁle
in that the share of agricultural employment in total employment has
risen alongside profound deindustrialization coupled with industrial desophistication. Services, which by their nature are more susceptible to
informal employment practice, have proliferated instead. From the perspective of the analysis in this chapter, the outcome has been a limited
and distorted recovery of the country’s productive base,20 which has
failed to generate well-paid, regular employment and thus create the conditions for enhanced economic security and poverty alleviation.

The neo-liberal development experiment: Employment,
poverty and social exclusion outcomes
Persistent large-scale unemployment has been one of the most controversial aspects of Bosnia-Herzegovina’s post-war recovery grounded
in neo-liberal-type reforms, in contrast to the more favourable developmental background against which they have been pursued and the availability of international assistance. Although the data are not uncontested,
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an unemployment rate of some 30 per cent in 2007 is large by any measure and ranks second in South-East Europe.21 Its key features are the
prevalence of long-term unemployment, with as many as 51.1 per cent of
unemployed seeking work for ﬁve or more years in 2008, and nearly 50
per cent youth unemployment. These are ominous signs of the problems
in the intensity and proﬁle of the country’s economic growth, which has
failed to absorb the available workforce.22 Less than half of BosniaHerzegovina’s working age population are economically active, and the
remaining majority tend to stay outside the labour market and, therefore,
suffer economic exclusion.23 This is indicative of the profound economic
insecurity that the unemployed encounter and that remains the daily experience of large sections of the population, including those who are
underemployed and/or receiving low and often irregular wages. Certain
categories with more pronounced war-induced vulnerabilities – such as
war invalids, returning refugees, displaced people, demobilized soldiers
and women – tend to suffer disproportionately from unemployment; indeed, enduring discrimination in employment has been one of the main
obstacles to the return of refugees and displaced people.24 In contrast to
the stagnation in formal employment, the informal employment sector in
Bosnia-Herzegovina is believed to be vibrant,25 but apart from bringing
some temporary relief this is an unrealistic way of escaping poverty for
most of those engaged in this type of work, who tend to be at higher
risk of inequality.
There is little existing research into the nature of poverty in BosniaHerzegovina that adds to our understanding of its causes, depth and
duration. It is certainly true that on any of the standard measures the
picture is more favourable than in many other post-conﬂict countries, especially those with a previous history of chronic poverty, which was of
small magnitude in Bosnia-Herzegovina. This fact, rather perversely,
may have been counterproductive to the peacebuilding process, in that
people’s experience and memory of the ‘‘good life’’ before the war have
tended to inﬂuence their sense of well-being and attitude towards
the government and the political process.26 According to the BosniaHerzegovina National Human Development Report 2007, some 20 per
cent of Bosnia-Herzegovina’s population is considered poor based on
2005 data, and about half of the population live below the poverty
threshold or are at risk of falling into poverty at any time.27 The report highlights the fact that, despite the respectable growth enjoyed by
the country, incomes have remained low for the majority of people; income poverty data indicate that deprivation is widespread and even entrenched.28 The lack of signiﬁcant improvement in poverty reduction
despite sustained growth in output suggests an increase in inequality,
thus limiting the impact on poverty reduction of the economic growth
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achieved in the course of post-war reconstruction of Bosnia-Herzegovina,
a fact acknowledged by a recent review of the results of the implementation of the Poverty Reduction Strategy.29
The highest incidence of poverty in Bosnia-Herzegovina tends to be
among the unemployed, both conditions being closely related to social
exclusion.30 As noted in the National Human Development Report 2007:
‘‘A lack of employment both characterizes exclusion, leading to alienation and deprivation, and also limits opportunities for inclusion.’’31
Over half of Bosnia-Herzegovina’s population are socially excluded in
some way; that is, they face obstacles in accessing basic processes and
needs, including income generation opportunities, health care, education,
and cultural and political activities.32 Ethnic division appears to be one
of the main causes and manifestations of social exclusion, which reinforces feelings of personal and social insecurity. Where people live and
whether they are an ethnic majority or minority have implications for
the patterns of social exclusion.33 Bosnian Croats are at the lowest risk
of poverty, have the highest average incomes and suffer the lowest levels
of inequality. At the other end of the spectrum are the Bosnian Serbs,
who tend to be the poorest of the three ethnic groups. This demonstrates
a surprising and certainly unintended outcome of the peacebuilding process in Bosnia-Herzegovina: it seems to have facilitated the creation of de
facto horizontal inequalities, that is, inequalities between groups in terms
of access to economic, social and political resources, which did not exist
before the conﬂict. Although horizontal inequalities are often one of the
multitude of causes of conﬂict, they are a palpable source of tension in
Bosnia-Herzegovina’s post-war era and, given the political context, are
damaging progress towards stable peace.34

Poverty, democracy and what kind of peace?
The attention so far has been on the link between economic reforms and
social outcomes in Bosnia-Herzegovina, including poverty, through a focus on employment as the key transmission mechanism between growth
and poverty. This section of the chapter examines how these outcomes
relate to the democratic process and peacebuilding by highlighting their
relevance for shaping the values, beliefs and attitudes of popular political
culture.35
As suggested above, compared with the majority of post-conﬂict countries, poverty in Bosnia-Herzegovina is relatively less severe and, in that
sense, intuitively should be less of an obstacle in the consolidation of
democracy. However, in order to understand how poverty affects the pro-
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gress of democratic consolidation and peacebuilding, it is important to
keep in mind, ﬁrst, that its scale and proﬁle are both directly related to
war and, secondly, that the legacy of an egalitarian society and ‘‘paternalistic’’ state bears on people’s values, beliefs and attitudes in a way that
weakens the democratic process.
The groups most deprived – who also suffered disproportionately from
war – have heightened expectations of the process of post-war reconstruction and are generally less tolerant towards other ethnic groups.
This ultimately inﬂuences how they view and engage (or not) in the political process. The post-war poor in Bosnia-Herzegovina include parts
of the urban middle class who have been impoverished through the conﬂuence of war and economic transition, which, in all accounts of the linkages between development and democracy, is considered to be the
moving force behind democratic change. The war contributed to a major
redistribution of resources, which has been reinforced in the course of
post-war reconstruction and economic transition, resulting in the concentration of wealth and the control of resources in the hands of the
three ethnic elites and those closely afﬁliated to them. Privatization,
which was at the core of the neo-liberal economic package aimed at
transforming Bosnia-Herzegovina’s post-communist, post-conﬂict economy, was in effect one of the main channels of this redistribution of
wealth, and it had long-term repercussions not only on growth prospects,
social welfare and inequality but also on the legitimacy of institutions.
The public perception of inequality as resulting from the type of growth,
which has primarily beneﬁted the elites, has reinforced the sense of disillusionment and also disengagement with the political process, including
reducing participation in elections. At the same time, horizontal inequalities in Bosnia-Herzegovina’s context of politicized ethnicity have been
damaging to the consolidation of peace by their rekindling of ethnic animosities to the point that there continue to be isolated incidents involving
returning refugees and their property. Poverty on a scale not experienced
in pre-war Bosnia-Herzegovina and the state’s lack of effective policies to
reduce it have been important factors in diminishing public trust in state
institutions. This, in turn, has weakened loyalty to the state and undermined its legitimacy. Public opinion polls regularly show the highest level
of trust to be in the international institutions – such as the Ofﬁce of the
High Representative – or in those local institutions in which international
involvement has been decisive, such as the Central Bank. The inadequacy of the state in responding to public demands and expectations
is directly related to the limited scale and proﬁle of economic recovery
fuelled by large inﬂows of international assistance, which has failed to
generate sufﬁciently rising revenues, given the vast and unique needs of
a country recovering from war.
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Despite overall economic progress, as manifested in growing GDP and
real wages, public perception of economic welfare and economic prospects, which are key to the expected political moderation associated
with improvements in material standards and well-being, has not improved markedly. A poll carried out in summer 2007 shows that just 25
per cent of those interviewed expected their economic situation to improve, and more than half expected the political situation in the country
to deteriorate.36 These results are related to the realities of widespread
poverty and inequality that have accompanied post-war economic recovery, but are also an expression of ‘‘subjective poverty’’, which is associated with pre-war experience of relatively high living standards and
post-war high expectations. Social exclusion has reinforced social distance and inter-community mistrust in Bosnia-Herzegovina while at the
same time leading to apathy and disengagement from political deliberations.37 Ongoing growth in inequality and social differentiation is the
most likely cause of society’s increasing lack of cohesion, which, as
Marina Ottoway suggests, is a strong barrier to democratic consolidation and which the neo-liberal economic policies tend to neglect at
their peril.38 Social discontent, associated with the hardships facing the
majority of ordinary people, is inimical to political moderation, not only
at the level of the general public but also at the level of ofﬁcial politics,
because it involves a struggle over the redistribution of resources.
A case in point is the tension between the Federation of Bosnia and
Herzegovina and Republika Srpska over the distribution of the centrally
collected tax revenue, as each entity tries to acquire more of the resources collected on the joint account. This at times has involved threats
from Republika Srpska to reject the state-level taxation authority, whose
establishment is considered one of the major achievements of peacebuilding, since it is an institution of paramount importance for sound
ﬁscal policymaking – the main focus under the neo-liberal economic policy
precepts. The timing of the poll on economic and political stabiliy, which
came on the heels of the tensions provoked by the International Court
of Justice verdict on Bosnia-Herzegovina’s genocide suit against Serbia
and by problems over negotiations on police reform, is indicative of the
low threshold of instability, which belies Bosnia-Herzegovina’s peace, despite commendable economic growth and functioning electoral democracy. Indeed, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
claims that ‘‘chronic low-grade crisis has become the form of political
life in Bosnia and Herzegovina’’.39 This is related to the failure of democratic politics. Social exclusion has been a strong deterrent to citizens’
participation. It has reinforced elite-driven politics, which has reduced
the ideological content of political deliberation on ethnically sensitive
issues such as the police and constitutional reforms, while undercutting
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political alternatives that could offer more a broadly inclusive form of
development. Thus, despite increased social tensions resulting from the
policies of economic liberalization, there is little in the way of citizens’
mobilization around issues concerning their daily lives that would
strengthen democratic practice, improve government accountability and
foster institutional legitimacy. Without these, stable peace remains under
threat. Instead, the door is wide open for the instrumentalization of ethnic politics by the elites with vested interests in keeping the formal institutions of governance weak, because this allows them to beneﬁt from the
inequitable model of development that has been pursued through the
neo-liberal economic policies of the liberal peace project.

Conclusion
In the post-war context, the interrelated dynamics of economic and political liberalization as pursued in the contemporary practice of peacebuilding becomes a strong obstacle to the consolidation of peace. This is not
because of the competition that each generates, which would imply that
these policies are largely implemented. In Bosnia-Herzegovina, a functioning market economy has not prevailed, nor has the consolidation of
democracy advanced (and competition is the key modus operandi for
both aspects). Rather, the problem rests with the nature of the reforms
themselves, which constrain the emergence of key mechanisms through
which the development–democracy link is assumed to operate, that is,
through increased welfare for the population, which gives the individual
economic freedom, independence and equal (effective) access to the political process. In the post-conﬂict context, which is attempting to deal
with the causes of the conﬂict and build the foundations for a durable
peace, what matters is the strengthening of democratic politics. This
requires going beyond an institutional understanding of democracy –
connoted by ‘‘democratization’’ (and limited to electoral democracy) –
to an understanding that enables access to participating institutions, a
transition that can be undermined by economic outcomes.
Economic reconstruction in Bosnia-Herzegovina has focused on creating an economic context for the renewal of economic activity grounded in
macroeconomic stabilization at the expense of afﬁrmative action to reduce the immediate insecurities of the population. A return to normality
is the main concern for ordinary citizens, and the criterion for successful
peacebuilding. The role of employment is critical. A rigid implementation of the economic policies informed by the neo-liberal paradigm has
produced inadequate growth in Bosnia-Herzegovina and has not beneﬁted the population at large. The economic policies have been deﬁcient
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in providing opportunities for regular and appropriately remunerated
employment and have been damaging to the consolidation of key social
institutions, including health care, education, pensions and welfare.
These institutions remain largely unreformed and provide an unsatisfactory and inadequate service. As a result of the type of growth that
has been pursued in the framework of post-war reconstruction, poverty,
inequality and social exclusion have increased, along with a reinforced
sense of economic insecurity. This in turn has affected participation in
the democratic process and obstructed progress in democratic consolidation in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Some policies, such as privatization, which
have followed the lines of ethnic division, not only have failed to achieve
the expected economic goals but have been counterproductive to peacebuilding by reinforcing social polarization.
Policies that elevated employment as one of the key goals around
which to structure the post-war reconstruction effort could have a major
effect on poverty and the attendant social exclusion and, by improving
the well-being of the population, could boost interest and involvement
in democratic deliberation. More effective policies aimed at poverty reduction carry the prospect of strengthening the legitimacy of the state
and its beneﬁcial role in the economy, which have been undermined by
the policies of liberalization and deregulation. At the end of the war, the
economy of Bosnia-Herzegovina was in need of deep structural transformation, but the transformative potential of neo-liberal development has
been extremely problematic and, within the broader peacebuilding project, perhaps self-defeating. Not only has economic transformation been
short of the requirements for sustained, broad-based development but,
equally, peacebuilding has fallen short of creating democratic institutions
for peaceful mediation and the management of conﬂict, without which
the promise of a stable peace cannot be assured. The case of BosniaHerzegovina demonstrates how neo-liberal economic reforms and the
shortcomings of formal democracy combine to create a kind of ‘‘perpetual transition’’ characterized by unstable, socially divisive developmental
patterns and low-level democracy, which obstruct progress to meaningful
‘‘peace’’.
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‘‘We just take what they offer’’:
Community empowerment in
post-war Timor-Leste
Caroline Hughes

Liberal peacebuilding after civil war is commonly understood as harnessing core liberal values of equality, tolerance and liberty to the cause of
social reconciliation and economic reconstruction. As the opening chapters to this volume describe, the process of social reconciliation itself has
been envisaged in terms that would have been very familiar to nineteenth-century contractarians. It is envisaged as a process that takes
place between contracting individuals operating on a level playing ﬁeld,
under conditions of transparency and voluntarism. As such, although the
liberal vision refrains from imposing upon individuals a particular conception of the good, it nevertheless posits a very speciﬁc vision of how a
free society should be constructed and how its component parts should
interrelate. This chapter documents the inﬂuence of this conception of
peace in the context of post-conﬂict Timor-Leste and investigates the implications for interventionary policy.
As Oliver Richmond points out in his contribution to this volume, in
Timor-Leste the ambitions of liberal interveners between 1999, when
the war ended, and 2002, when independence was restored to a Timorese
government, were met with resistance locally and with demands for
‘‘Timorization’’. The foreign presence was seen as overbearing and
heavy-handed; its expense and competence were both questioned locally,
as well as its actual policies. Since 2006, however, when large-scale rioting broke out in the capital city of Dili (causing a degree of breakdown
within the security forces, bringing about large-scale displacement of the
urban population and prompting the resignation of the prime minister),
New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2
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many commentators have suggested that the United Nations had departed the scene too early – that Timorization should have been resisted
in favour of a longer period of socialization of Timorese elites and society
to liberal norms, in the context of a continued international presence.
This chapter will suggest that this criticism of ‘‘Timorization’’ or early
departure is based upon a ﬂawed understanding of the causes of the 2006
violence. This violence has been understood within a widely deployed
framework of understanding that routinely attributes dysfunctionality
to post-conﬂict societies. This attribution of dysfunctionality allows problems in post-conﬂict development to be routinely ascribed to local frailties and failures, exculpating international policy or action from any
share of the blame.
The pathologization of post-conﬂict societies in this way in part reﬂects
the recognition that post-conﬂict societies are frequently organized along
different lines from the liberal ideal. Liberal peacebuilders and classic liberal economists engaged in rebuilding state institutions after wars conceptualize society in contractarian terms, which entail quite radical
methodological individualism in the modelling of society and the state–
society relationship. The problem for liberal interveners attempting to
convert this into practical policy in post-conﬂict contexts is that, on the
ground, people quite frequently frame their political goals in terms of
getting hold of resources that were previously denied to them; and frame
their strategies in terms of collective action, determined by ideas of loyalty, fraternity, obligation, duty and respect, rather than in terms of individual self-interest.
For liberal interveners, suspicion of such forms of collective action is
intense: collective action is frequently conﬂated with irrationality, inﬂamed passions and mob rule – equated, in fact, with the irrational
responses of the uneducated masses to conﬂict entrepreneurship. Converting the brutalized masses in a post-conﬂict society into a manageable
society of self-interested individuals thus becomes one of the ﬁrst tasks of
post-conﬂict reconstruction and peacebuilding alike.
This chapter will examine the ways in which this conceptual framework
for policy was translated into the particular setting of post-war TimorLeste. I argue that in Timor-Leste this model ran into trouble, partly because social institutions inherited from the war had a high level of local
legitimacy as agents of national liberation. But the model also suffered
from its own internal contradictions.
The model entailed that, even while engaged in building institutions of
state, interveners also had to attend to the reconstruction of society, in an
effort to elicit from the various communities and networks that constituted the Timorese nation a collection of individuals whose interactions
could be regulated. This implied two strategic impulses underlying a
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wide range of interventionary policies. The ﬁrst of these was the retention of real power in the hands of those considered most liberal. This
implied international interveners as a ﬁrst choice; but, when pressure
to ‘‘Timorize’’ became intense, the UN, under Special Representative Sergio Vieira de Mello, focused upon elevating the position of
a Portuguese-speaking returnee elite. Although avowedly ‘‘economic
nationalists’’, members of this elite were seen as Europeanized through
their long period of exile, which many had spent in Lisbon, and they
won international approbation because, concerned about potentially declining aid and unable to win concessions from Australia in a dispute
over oilﬁelds, they largely toed the international line in terms of sharply
restricting the decentralization of power and resources to wider sections
of the population.
The second strategic impulse was to attempt to remake Timorese village society into a more liberal entity, as a prelude to future decentralization. This was achieved by various local governance projects, two of
which form the main analytical focus of this chapter. However, concentrating power in the hands of the elite while remaking Timorese society
added up to a reversal of fundamental liberal premises – that society
should have the power to police the state. The efforts of international interveners to reshape political action, and the self-perceptions of communities themselves in post-conﬂict Timor, created a situation in which the
constituencies that could have engaged productively and assertively with
the newly emerging state institutions were much weakened.
As a result, the Timorese elite ended up out of touch with public opinion and the public felt abandoned by their newly elected leaders. Both
state and society became increasingly dependent upon international direction and resources to do anything at all, as local authority structures
were manipulated, marginalized and undermined and political elites
were trapped in a web of donor-sponsored red tape. In a context where
the Timorese economy was reeling from the departure of the economically interventionist Indonesians and rapid integration into an unwelcoming global economy, this had drastic implications for the ability of the
state to perform any kind of welfare function, let alone fulﬁl the declared
economic nationalist aspirations of its leaders.
In making this argument, it is not necessary to come to a normative
judgement about whether the forms of state and society envisaged by liberal intervention are ‘‘better’’ or ‘‘worse’’ than the pre-existing reality on
the ground. Rather, the analytical objective is to demonstrate two things:
ﬁrst, the extent to which policies aimed at producing an ideal liberal outcome can fundamentally subvert liberal norms along the way; and, second, that the amount of international power exerted in the interests of
liberal peacebuilding itself has transformative effects, engendering new
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forms of weakness and dependence that make the idealized objectives of
intervention even less likely to be achieved. The demonstration of local
weakness and the dependence of emergent social institutions on international power indicate that new social forms can appear alien, unfamiliar
and even threatening to the people supposed to beneﬁt from the changes.
This suggests that international reconstruction of post-conﬂict societies
weakens those societies in terms of their ability to mobilize collective
action to defend their interests and in terms of their ability to forge an
empowered relationship with the newly constructed state. This chapter,
then, explores the ways in which international policy engendered a weakening of the state–society relationship in Timor-Leste and suggests that,
although this outcome was perhaps inevitable given liberal peacebuilding
concerns, it nevertheless calls into question the common criticism of untimely ‘‘Timorization’’ as the cause of the 2006 violence. Rather, this
analysis puts the conduct of Timorization within the ‘‘thin’’ vision of
state–society relations as dictated by liberal contractarian ideals in the
frame for Timor’s post-conﬂict tribulations.

The conﬂict in Timor-Leste
In 1999, the war in Timor-Leste ended, after 25 disastrous years, with a
cataclysmic orgy of destruction on the part of withdrawing Indonesian
armed forces and pro-Indonesian paramilitaries. Indonesia had annexed
Timor after invading the half-island in 1975, following moves within the
territory towards independence from Portugal. A brutal military occupation reduced the Timorese military resistance to a handful of guerrilla
ﬁghters in the mountains by 1989, supported by a ‘‘Clandestine Movement’’ in the towns and villages that supported the guerrillas with information and food. Towards the end of the 1980s, Indonesia introduced an
‘‘opening up’’ policy, which allowed limited access for international visitors and more education and travel opportunities for the Timorese themselves. This was met from the Timorese side by a series of protests and
demonstrations aimed at gaining international attention for Timor’s
plight. Throughout the period of occupation, a movement of Timorese
exiles known as the External Delegation lobbied in Europe, at the United
Nations and among lusophone countries in Africa for international
support for Timorese independence. The three arms of the resistance –
military, clandestine and external – kept the dream of independence for
Timor-Leste alive in the face of extensive international collusion with the
Indonesian occupation, both during the Cold War and after its end.
The war in Timor ﬁnally ended in 1999, largely as a result of the Asian
ﬁnancial crisis and the change of regime in Jakarta. Following the crisis,
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demonstrations by pro-democracy activists across Indonesia led to the
fall of General Suharto, who had ordered the invasion of Timor in 1975,
and a weakening of the position of the military in Indonesian politics. Suharto’s successor B. J. Habibie, under pressure from international donors
to improve Indonesia’s human rights record as well as its ﬁnances, ﬂoated
the idea of holding a ballot in Timor-Leste, offering the people a choice
between autonomous status within the Indonesian Republic or independence. The ballot was subsequently organized by the United Nations
Assistance Mission in East Timor (UNAMET) and produced a 4:1 majority in favour of independence. However, the ballot was surrounded
by intense violence perpetrated by the Indonesian military and paramilitary militias sponsored by them. Several massacres were committed and,
following the announcement of the results, both military and militias embarked upon a campaign of destruction in the course of which 75 per cent
of the population were displaced and 70 per cent of Timor-Leste’s built
infrastructure was burnt to the ground.1
Order was restored by an intervention force led by the Australian
army and, in the face of armed opposition, the Indonesian military completed its withdrawal and the paramilitaries for the most part ﬂed across
the border to West Timor, which remained an uncontested part of Indonesia. An incoming Joint Assessment Mission (led by the World Bank),
surveying the smouldering ruins of Dili, reported that ‘‘both the public
and private sectors have suffered almost total collapse in the aftermath
of the violence in East Timor’’.2
Subsequently a United Nations Transitional Administration in East
Timor (UNTAET) was established to govern Timor-Leste during the
transition to independence. Under Special Representative Sergio Vieira
de Mello, UNTAET was given full powers to both govern the territory of Timor-Leste and build a Timorese state apparatus that could
take over that task after independence. The next section examines
UNTAET’s policies towards the construction of a liberal state–society
relationship from 2000 to 2002, and the way in which these were continued by the subsequent government of Prime Minister Mari Alkatiri
(the Secretary-General of the Revolutionary Front for an Independent
East Timor, FRETILIN), in a context of formal independence but heavy
aid dependence, from 2002 to 2006.

Central and local government under UNTAET:
Regulating or weakening relationships?
The degree of power awarded to the UNTAET mission following the
1999 ballot has attracted much discussion internationally. UNTAET organized itself on the basis of two major assumptions. The ﬁrst was that
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Timor in 1999 represented a blank slate as far as governance was concerned. Sergio de Mello described the situation on UNTAET’s arrival as
‘‘not just a ground-zero situation, but . . . sometimes even below that’’. He
commented:
Humanitarian assistance was our top priority. But there was also no judiciary,
no education system, no police, no defence force, no representative forms of
government. Nothing, nothing, nothing.3

The second assumption was that, because of this purported absence of
pre-existing structures, Timor represented almost laboratory conditions
in which to experiment with state-building. De Mello commented at a
donors’ meeting in 2000 that ‘‘the international community has, in East
Timor, the unique opportunity and the responsibility to get the development of a country right from the beginning’’.4 The portrayal of TimorLeste as ‘‘a tremendous opportunity for us all’’ led to a strong predisposition towards solutions delivered by international technocrats possessed
of international expertise. And the ascription of both the opportunity and
the responsibility for state-building speciﬁcally to international actors implied the disempowerment of ordinary Timorese, reduced to the position
of passive beneﬁciaries of international action.
This was reﬂected in the manner in which UNTAET went about its
business. As former UNTAET staff member Jarat Chopra and others
have pointed out, in the villages of Timor-Leste it was simply not true
that ‘‘nothing, nothing, nothing’’ existed of relevance to state-building.
Members of the Clandestine Movement stepped forward immediately
following the departure of the Indonesians to organize the reception and
distribution of emergency relief supplies, village defence forces and other
affairs. Even the Joint Assessment Mission, arriving during the worst of
the disaster, made the comment that:
East Timorese organisations and communities have also mobilised quickly to
reconstruct their territory. The Conselho National da Resistencia Timorense
(CNRT), the Catholic Church and local NGOs have been active in the distribution of humanitarian aid, and have organised or supported local reconstruction
committees to clean up public buildings and residential neighbourhoods.5

Although these organizations associated with the Clandestine Movement
that had resisted Indonesian rule did not represent anything like a protostate, they did possess a high degree of local legitimacy and a great deal
of enthusiasm.
UNTAET, however, refused to recognize these local structures, preferring to insist upon both the ‘‘blank slate’’ metaphor and an ideology of
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perfectionism that underpinned international direction from the centre.
Following sharp criticism of the exclusion of the Portuguese-speaking
elite from decision-making, a few select representatives of this tiny group
were formed into a National Council to advise UNTAET. However, this
elite was itself far removed from rural life – many of its members were
returnees from the diaspora who had been away from Timor for 25 years
and had no experience of the occupation and the changes it had wrought.
Structures linking the elite to the villages were far more poorly organized
than the villages themselves. And, crucially, relations between members
of this elite, many of whom had comprised the External Delegation of
the war years, and locally based leaders of the Clandestine Movement
turned out to be not only distant but mutually suspicious, reﬂecting different cultural identities and linguistic competencies as well as different
experiences during the war.
Yet UNTAET moved to build a government from the top down, rather
than from the bottom up, signiﬁcantly privileging the returning lusophone elite at the expense of the Indonesian-educated clandestine activists. UNTAET organized national elections in 2001 that allowed the
restoration of formal independence in 2002; but local elections were not
held until 2005 and, until that time, individuals who had assumed de facto
positions of responsibility within villages were not remunerated and their
efforts were barely acknowledged. UNTAET produced a regulation allowing village councils to receive and distribute development assistance;
but advisory councils established at the intermediary district level under
UNTAET had little power and were criticized by Jarat Chopra, who resigned from UNTAET over the issue, as a ‘‘tokenistic’’ exercise.6
The failure of UNTAET to connect central state-building activities
meaningfully with local organizations was problematic because the elite
that took over at independence also lacked channels of communication
with the villages that could be used either to mobilize legitimacy for the
national government or to promote effectiveness in recognizing and dealing with village problems. One chefe de suco7 interviewed in Liquiça District in 2005 commented:
The position I hold now is difﬁcult – it is a really new nation and this is a
volunteer job. It is a difﬁcult life. There is no support from the government –
nothing at all . . . I am not against the government, but the truth is – if they don’t
support the job we’re doing in the base, it’s not going to work.8

Villagers interviewed during a household survey in Liquiça District in the
west of the country in 2005 expressed their disillusionment at the failure
of the government to respond to issues such as ﬂooding, hunger and the
difﬁculty of keeping children in school. This was experienced by people
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in villages as a betrayal of their support for an independent state during
the resistance years:
During the guerrilla ﬁght, we as a community offered a lot of support – small
things, but with a big value. Now those people sit in the government but don’t
think about us.
We were the ones who worked hard to ﬁght for independence – we pushed the
Indonesians out, the unity of the population is the reason the Indonesians
aren’t here any more. But now the government doesn’t care about us.
My husband did clandestine ﬁghting against Indonesia. I tried to claim support
from the government but no one responds . . . The government had the opportunity to get rich on the back of our suffering.9

Villagers repeatedly complained that they had tried to send representations to the government about various village issues but had been
ignored, and that they felt excluded from a share of the international aid
donations that they heard about on the radio. They also expressed disappointment in the performance of their village chiefs, and this was borne
out by the comments of village chiefs themselves in Liquiça District.
Chefes commented that, because of demoralization owing to a lack of
funds and a sense of not being included in the state-building process,
they were not able to perform many leadership activities and tended to
focus on their private business instead.10
The concern of both UNTAET and the post-independence FRETILIN
government (led by the returning External Delegation) to avoid empowering local leaders whose legitimacy was unclear was in part based upon
well-founded concerns about the kind of leaders thrown up by war. But,
on the part of the Timorese elite, it was also partly a function of political
rivalries associated with contending identities and ideologies. It later also
became evident that, whereas different organs of the Clandestine Movement existed across Timor-Leste, the roots of the returnee elite were primarily in the eastern regions, importing a regional cleavage into the
equation. The effect of explicitly privileging the returnee elite in comparison with local-level leaders was to undermine not only the Clandestine
Movement in the villages but also the newly emerging institutions of state
and the sense of national identity that had been forged in opposition to
Indonesian occupation during the war. Although it is important neither
to romanticize the Clandestine Movement nor to overstate its effectiveness and cohesion – which were limited – it is also the case that there
were few alternative structures that could link villages to the national
level. The failure to use the chefe structure that emerged after 1999 to
communicate effectively with the population prompted a considerable
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loss of legitimacy for the government in places such as Liquiça District,
which suffered a heavy toll both during the violence of 1999 and subsequently when the coffee industry collapsed.
For UNTAET and subsequent aid donors to Timor-Leste, however, ignoring the demands that were brewing in the districts allowed
the dream of a technically perfect state-building exercise to be indulged.
UNTAET and subsequent advisers envisaged a lean and efﬁcient state
that regulated, but did not impede, the smooth functioning of the market
and the entrepreneurial income-generating activities of the Timorese
people. This entailed tightly controlling ﬂows of money in order to prevent corruption within the state and dependence within society. This was
achieved by imposing considerable red tape on ofﬁcial procedures for disbursing money, such that the post-independence government repeatedly
failed to spend its entire budget, even while people in rural districts suffered from desperate hardship. The returning elite at the head of the ﬁrst
post-independence government largely went along with this agenda,
seeking to brand themselves internationally as an efﬁciently performing
aid recipient, while staking their hopes for independence of action on negotiating a deal with Australia with respect to revenues from disputed
offshore oilﬁelds. Indeed, the World Bank commented in 2005 that
‘‘Timor-Leste performs well on ﬁduciary accountability, but this comes
at a high cost to service delivery. Timor-Leste meets 12 out of 15 HPC
tracking benchmarks. However, budget execution is very slow.’’ Among
the reasons for slow budget execution, the World Bank cited heavy centralization of expenditure management and tight expenditure and procurement controls.11
Following an initial emergency period in which large quantities of relief aid poured in, the tide of resources ﬂowing into villages was dramatically stemmed; indeed, international advisers pressed the government to
act quickly to establish local sources of revenue that could render state
services commercially viable, ready for privatization. Thus, for example,
on the advice of the Asian Development Bank, the post-independence
government moved to install pre-paid electricity meters in homes around
Dili to generate revenue for electricity that had previously been available
free. School fees were imposed, along with new rental regimes for destitute families that had taken over abandoned Indonesian housing. For
villagers who had lost everything in the destruction of 1999, the rapid reimposition of a range of user fees, in the absence of much in the way of
government assistance once the ﬂood of emergency aid waned, was
deeply resented.12
The Timorese elite did little to resist the imposition of these kinds of
policies. In part this was because, as a government formed of returnees
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from the diaspora, they concurred with a view of Timor’s rural population as backward and in need of restructuring. They also concurred because doing so concentrated power in their hands, and because they
were heavily dependent upon aid and consequently had little choice but
to conform to international prescriptions. The unpopularity of these policies became evident to the Timorese elite before it registered internationally; Prime Minister Mari Alkatiri commented in one speech to
donors in 2004 that:
[W]e are between these two great expectations – that of the rich world that aids
us and wants us to be diligent and obedient boys, and that of our people, living
in extreme poverty waiting for results from the government and to reap the
beneﬁts of Independence.13

Excessive central and international control over government budgets
meant that when welfare assistance was distributed in villages it came almost exclusively from international agencies. The sole exception to this
was in the health sector, where a well-organized ministry banished international NGOs at a relatively early stage and concentrated on upgrading
Timorese expertise at the sub-district level to provide a low-tech but
well-functioning and highly valued local service.
In this context, the failure to facilitate the efforts of internally organized village-level organizations and committees represented a squandering of the legitimacy of the resistance struggle at a time when few other
resources for mobilizing public support were available. Clan networks
represented the only alternative, and some analysts have argued that
these were the primary means by which small amounts of money trickled
down to the districts in the ﬁrst few years after the war, mainly to the
eastern districts, which represented the home districts of key leaders.14
The post-independence government quickly found itself out of touch
and struggling to sustain its legitimacy in the hinterland, particularly in
the western districts of Timor. That this phenomenon was widespread in
the west was clearly demonstrated by local election results in 2005 and by
national election results in 2007.

Liberal discourses of Timorese dysfunctionality
The heavily centralized approach of the UN in Timor-Leste represented
an attempt to disempower potentially dysfunctional local-level groups in
favour of a Portuguese-speaking elite that appeared to share the UN’s
concerns for (neo-)liberal state-building in Timor. Even before the
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rioting that erupted in Dili in 2006 and caused Prime Minister Mari Alkatiri’s resignation, critical observers argued that the actions of UNTAET
in promoting a centralized approach to state-building were misconceived
in Timor. Simon Chesterman has suggested that the distrust of Timorese
society exhibited by UNTAET was in large part a result of the inﬂuence
of recent experience in Kosovo. In Kosovo’s ethnic conﬂict, leaders of
the different armies and parties had between them constructed a politics
of extremism that had both precipitated the bloodshed and hindered
peace efforts. UNTAET staff, fresh from Kosovo, consequently distrusted Timor’s leaders and attempted to promote liberal processes that
could marginalize political structures that had been forged through the
experience of conﬂict. Subsequently, in Afghanistan, he argues, the UN
swung back towards a model of further empowering those already in
power.15
However, this assessment underplays the ideological, and speciﬁcally
liberal, nature of UNTAET’s concerns. Chesterman suggests that the
UN corrected its procedures by the time it arrived in Afghanistan in
2002; yet the same policies were continued in Timor well beyond independence. International worries about local governance arguably went
far beyond concerns that local leaders would turn out to be warlords or
ethnic extremists – they in fact represented a desire to remake Timor’s
people into self-centred, rationally choosing, utility-maximizing individuals, who could play the contractual roles required of them in radical versions of liberal choice theory. International agencies operating in Timor
during the UNTAET era and the ﬁrst post-independence government
were preoccupied with reorienting a whole range of Timorese attitudes
regarded as inadequate. The returnee government, which struggled to establish its control over, for example, former clandestine groups associated with the Church, was happy to concur with a diagnosis that both
distinguished and elevated the status of the lusophone elite. For the Alkatiri government, composed of many who had spent the whole of the
war in Lisbon, a liberal discourse of backwardness and post-conﬂict
pathology was useful to boost its legitimacy, in relation not only to the
rural population but also to an assertive Indonesian-educated middle
class that had formed the backbone of the Clandestine Movement and
now vied with the returning External Delegation for moral authority in
the new state. The perception of dysfunctionality in Timorese society
that both drove and excused the centralist orientations of UNTAET continued to operate as a fundamental assumption underpinning efforts at
peacebuilding and development into the post-independence era, and was
imported into the design of political processes that eventually were promoted in Timorese villages.
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During a series of interviews in Timor-Leste in 2005, international aid
workers expressed concerns about a variety of attitudes regarded as entrenched in Timorese society: an alleged mentality of dependence inherited from the Indonesian era;16 an unwillingness to trust others, leading
to inability to invest in social capital;17 difﬁculty in thinking in a logical
and linear fashion;18 and an inadequate understanding of economics,
resulting in an unwillingness to accept ‘‘competitive’’ wages.19 Particular
and widely voiced disquiet surrounded perceptions of an ingrained culture of gender inequality and a culture of masculinity, which was perceived to revolve around violence. Within the government, particular
concerns surrounding the ‘‘backwardness’’ of local languages compared
with Portuguese and the low quality of Indonesian-era qualiﬁcations compared with their own studies in Europe ﬁtted in well with this perspective.
These kinds of assertions drew their power from a variety of sources.
For example, one of the bases for these assertions was an anthropological
study of traditional power structures in Timorese society conducted in
Timor in 2001. The study pointed to the continued importance in rural
Timor of hierarchical structures of top-down decision-making by dynastic
leaders, and contrasted these with ideals of equality informing democratic approaches to governance. The authors also stated that traditional
political concepts were ‘‘starting to be challenged by international inﬂuences and the introduction of modern ideas’’, implicitly positing an
opportunity and, indeed, a duty for international interveners and government elites to correct attitudes characterized as backward.20 In fact, as
other parts of the study made clear, ‘‘traditional’’ political concepts had
been adapting to outside inﬂuences at least since the onset of Portuguese
colonialism in the ﬁfteenth century. The identiﬁcation of traditions
stretching back centuries, and excessive attention to the continuities in
that tradition at the expense of its dynamism, represented a source of orientalizing myth that was subsequently deployed in a fairly unsophisticated manner in expatriate discourses in Dili.
Of course, not all of these concerns were either exclusively international in origin or without resonance with the local population. A focus
group study conducted in 2004 for the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) by Columbia University and the Timorese
NGO Fo Liman Ba Malu – Hakat Ba Oin, for example, found fairly
widespread concern among Timorese communities about the apparently
increasing prevalence of violent clashes between martial arts youth
groups.21 Many of these groups had emerged out of neighbourhood security associations formed by young men under the Indonesian occupation
to protect themselves from the notorious ninja gangs (sponsored by the
Indonesian army), which were used to spread terror among Timorese
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youth. The extent to which these martial arts groups, in the aftermath of
the conﬂict, really had begun to develop an unhealthy rivalry with each
other is unclear, but this idea was supported by the Columbia study.
This was reﬂected in a commonly stated belief amongst expatriate aid
workers in Dili that the prevalence of martial arts groups was the expression of an unhealthy obsession with violence among Timorese youth, giving rise to a distorted sense of masculinity and inappropriate attitudes
towards women. This then became the subject of much discussion in the
wake of widespread rioting in Dili in 2006. One report categorized a wide
range of youth groups as ‘‘gangs’’ that required active policy interventions to ensure they did not become a threat to stability.22 A World
Bank report on the 2006 riots, without citing any evidence whatsoever in
support of its conclusions, attributed the tendency of Timorese youths to
hang around in such ‘‘gangs’’ to poor parenting habits: ‘‘In Timor’s large
families, parents often cannot devote enough time for the development
of each child. If parents have authority, it is often because children fear
them, not because they respect them.’’23
The point, however, is not whether these kinds of beliefs about ‘‘the
Timorese’’ were based upon evidence or not; nor is it the intention here
to argue that liberal perspectives were inappropriate because they were
somehow culturally inauthentic. Rather, the important point is that international actors and elite Timorese alike were accustomed to viewing various moral panics, orientalist myths and genuine public anxieties equally
as different facets of profound and longstanding dysfunction in local societal relationships that needed to be dealt with as a precondition of economic development, rather than regarding them as symptoms of the
contingent issue of the extreme disempowerment of Timorese society
under colonial and then Indonesian domination. Social dysfunction was
viewed as a barrier to freedom, rather than a symptom of repression.
Consensus opinion held that international action was appropriate and
necessary to correct these problems.
Concerns regarding the sociocultural inadequacies of post-conﬂict populations reﬂect a persistent and speciﬁcally liberal framing of conﬂict
itself as irrational and brutalizing.24 Both resistance to international
policy in a post-conﬂict situation and problematic outcomes are attributed to cultural traits that may have caused the war in the ﬁrst place or
may have been produced as a result of the trauma of conﬂict, in a manner
that elicits further international intervention. This deﬂects both possible criticism of international policy itself and any suggestion that the
problems might indicate genuine and valid collective grievances either
internally or internationally. Rather, it justiﬁes more international intervention to correct ‘‘problematic’’ social relationships between individuals
at the micro level.
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Local government and the remaking of society:
Representation without power
Because of such preoccupations, an overriding concern when dealing
with local communities was not so much to empower them as a whole
but to restructure political relations at the local level so as to empower
particular individuals and groups. Because the spontaneous emergence
after 1999 of local committees from the Clandestine Movement to run
village affairs across Timor was regarded as potentially pathological,
funds for local government were withheld until an internationally supervised process of local representation could be instituted. This occurred in
2005 and took the form of elections to select councils at aldeia (hamlet)
and suco (village) level in which representatives of youth, elders and
women were elected to an advisory council, alongside the position of
chefe. These advisory councils had no powers or resources but could
make recommendations and the representatives were expected to attend
monthly meetings to discuss a variety of village issues.
A particular concern among international donors was to promote the
status of women on these committees. This was conceived as a step towards improving the position of women more widely by giving them a
voice on development issues and reorienting what was regarded as an entrenched culture of patriarchy. In Timor-Leste, women had taken a highproﬁle role in the resistance, through the women’s movement and in
student organizations associated with the Clandestine Movement; after
1999, former women’s resistance groups lobbied hard to claim, for example, a quota of jobs with UNTAET for women. They were unsuccessful in this goal – only around 15 per cent of UNTAET’s Timorese staff
were women, an issue that, it is signiﬁcant to note, did not give rise to
many concerns internationally regarding UNTAET’s dysfunctionality or
to attempts to limit its power. After independence, however, women’s
groups joined forces with the United Nations Development Fund for
Women (UNIFEM), in collaboration with the government’s Ofﬁce for
the Promotion of Equality, to promote the position of women in politics.
A major focus of this effort quickly became the matter of quotas for
women in public ofﬁce.25
The concern to promote the position of women in Timor is entirely
laudable, and it is clear that gender inequality was prevalent in Timorese
villages at independence. However, the implications of efforts to correct
this problem in terms of international–local relations are worth considering in further detail. Just as youth violence in Dili in 2006 was attributed
to poor Timorese parenting habits, so gender inequality was attributed to
problematic relationships within families and villages that denied women
a voice. Allotting seats for women on elected councils would give women
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a voice, and by this means empower women vis-à-vis men in their communities, thus contributing to better standards of gender equality. The
emphasis on village-level relations, however, allowed the response to
focus on tinkering with village councils in isolation from wider issues of
resource distribution to villages as a whole and the reorientation of villages to both economic collapse and free market relations of production.
Gender equality was to be achieved by intervening in legislation and
processes of candidate nomination to ensure that villages were required
to nominate a certain number of women to their councils; and then
by providing training programmes to women councillors to help them to
ﬁll those positions.26 As such the programme entailed promoting a particular conception of what a local councillor might actually do, and transmitting that conception to the women coming to be trained, and it
represented far-reaching international intervention into local conceptions
of government.
There is no doubt that many women proﬁted from participation in such
programmes, and that this was good. However, analysis of the impact of
the programmes also requires a focus on restrictions on the scope of the
programmes and the extent to which the activities undertaken masked
opportunities forgone. In these programmes there was intense concentration on the restructuring of forums for representation and far less attention to expanding the content of what might be discussed as appropriate
targets for local policy. The programmes were regarded as ‘‘empowering’’ women to have a voice in local government – yet, even once elected,
the amount of resources and the sphere of jurisdiction awarded to local
councils were still very limited. Women may have been to some extent
empowered vis-à-vis the men in their village, but the councils to which
they were elected were not signiﬁcantly empowered in relation to either
the central government or international donors. Even after the elections,
the remuneration to elected chefes was barely enough to cover transport
costs to periodic district meetings; and the budgets to fund the development plans that these councils were supposed to create were almost entirely dependent upon ﬁtting in with internationally run projects.
The emphasis on voluntarism, on equal representation of groups identiﬁed as marginalized or vulnerable and on having a ‘‘voice’’, rather than
on decentralizing real power over resources to the local level, represented a distinctly liberal vision of politics and reﬂected the far-reaching
inﬂuence of speciﬁcally liberal concerns about avoiding the twin liberal
bêtes noires of corruption and dependence. The vision of Timorese villages as needing to be transformed into level playing ﬁelds upon which
entrepreneurial individuals engaged voluntarily in the forging of rational
social contracts was implicit in the way the councils were formulated, and
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this emphasis upon individuals and/or marginalized sub-groups distracted
from any interest in empowering communities as a whole to act assertively and collectively in their own interests.
There have as yet been no qualitative studies assessing the impact of
gender representation on the situation of women in comparison with
men in the villages of Timor-Leste. However, the programmes had the
effect of focusing the attention of elites and aid workers on the internal
restructuring of villages while retaining sharp inequalities between the
powers and resources vested at village level and those vested at the level
of the state. Above all, and viewed from the perspective of the village itself, such activities emphasize the power of international interveners to
impose their preferred form of local government on a community while
withholding from that community the resources that could award real
power over local affairs. By disrupting local patterns of mobilization and
authority, albeit for worthy motives, interveners contributed to their own
continued ascendance in Timorese politics, in partnership with local constituencies that were kept relatively weak.
The same effect is discernible in community-oriented development
programmes initiated by international organizations in Timor. The Community Empowerment Project (CEP), initiated by the World Bank under
UNTAET in 2000, in fact went further in deliberately marginalizing
from village decision-making both traditional leaders and the Clandestine Movement veterans who saw themselves as the heroes of national
liberation.
This programme of ‘‘community-driven development’’ was speciﬁcally
valued by interveners in terms of its ability to reorganize the ‘‘community’’ itself. Thus, Sarah Cliffe, former World Bank chief in Timor-Leste
and subsequently head of the Low-Income Countries under Stress Unit
at World Bank Headquarters, advanced the idea that ‘‘community-driven
reconstruction’’ in post-conﬂict countries was helpful not only because it
provided for the construction of replacement institutions lost in the war,
but because it provided ‘‘the opportunity to re-deﬁne the social and institutional relationships that led to the conﬂict in the ﬁrst place’’.27
According to a World Bank evaluation report, the Community Empowerment Project envisaged the election of village-level development
councils to conduct participatory planning processes for local-level development with the objective of ‘‘strengthen[ing] local-level social capital to
build institutions that reduce poverty and support inclusive patterns of
growth’’.28 The councils were also intended to form proto-local government structures that could be built on over the longer term: ‘‘the village
development councils were expected to prepare and execute village
development plans that would address local needs in various sectors,
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produce village codes of conduct and resolve disputes, manage village
funds, and relay priority development needs that could not be met
through local efforts to sub-districts and districts’’.29
Although the CEP has been portrayed as embracing a grassrootsdriven approach that contrasted with UNTAET’s top-down orientation,30 the differences should not be overstated. The CEP exhibited the
same distrust of existing local government structures as UNTAET did.
UNTAET failed to interact with local leaders, preferring to prioritize
the building of national-level structures that could police the local level.
The CEP operated at village level but neither village chiefs nor traditional leaders were permitted to sit on the development councils, a provision that was designed to avoid ‘‘elite capture’’. The World Bank’s
evaluation report commented that ‘‘[g]iven the role the village chief had
previously had in the top-down, corruption ridden Indonesian administration the World Bank feared that allowing them to sit in the councils
would be to replicate the bad practices of the past’’.31 The deliberate
marginalization of pre-existing formal or informal structures of leadership in the CEP has subsequently been criticized by the World Bank itself as predetermining the failure of the project, since it led to villages
identifying the councils with the World Bank rather than with either their
own authority structures or those of the newly emerging state.32 By the
time the World Bank ordered the independent evaluation of the programme in 2006 it was clear that the committees established by the CEP
had dissolved and the infrastructure they had built had in many cases
been left to deteriorate. The NGO Lao Hamutuk, which published a critique of the CEP programme, points out further that the councils produced by the CEP did not have a place in the new state’s constitutional
structure – they were not part of the state-building process envisaged by
Timor’s elected constitutional assembly, and were therefore at odds with
the democratic legitimacy of the emerging state.33
As in the subsequent local elections, the CEP mandated that women
should have seats on the councils in order to promote the voice of women
as an otherwise marginalized group. However, again it is unclear whether
this attempt to put marginalized people in charge really had much effect,
other than extending and expanding perceptions of international power.
Hohe and Chopra comment that the failure to include local leaders in the
programme downgraded its signiﬁcance in the eyes of villagers. They suggest that it led to the programme being seen as simply a conduit for foreign money, and that the individuals elected to the programme tended to
be young and better educated – selected not because of their familiarity
with the development needs of the village or their ability to facilitate discussion of these, but because they were considered to be best placed to
understand the demands of foreigners.34 Such an orientation reﬂected a

TIMOR-LESTE

235

perception on the part of the village that getting the money was about
understanding the needs of donors, rather than understanding their own
needs.
Frederic Rawski, who worked for UNTAET in Ainaro District, comments that in fact village leaders did retain control over the councils by
selecting who was to sit on them; he also suggests that the participation
of women on the councils was largely cosmetic rather than substantive.35
In fact, it is very unlikely that these stipulations did much to alter power
relations within the village; one NGO commentary on the programme
criticized the World Bank and the CEP precisely for ‘‘trying to create
rapid cultural change, mainly through the imposition of rules as opposed
to systematic efforts aimed at consciousness raising and capacity building’’.36 This criticism is well made: it was indeed unlikely from the start
that a single programme would really have signiﬁcant effects on embedded authority systems. The important point, however, is not that the
programme exerted insufﬁcient power, but how much power it actually
represented. By insisting that villages go through the motions of selecting
new kinds of councils, even when such councils were regarded as unfamiliar and not particularly legitimate locally, such programmes underline,
above all, not so much the disempowerment of women in comparison
with men but the disempowerment of Timorese villages as a whole in relation to the World Bank.
This effect was compounded by the fact that the range of projects encompassed by the CEP was for the most part limited to relatively smallscale repair and replacement of infrastructure destroyed by the violence
of 1999. In the ﬁrst round, each sub-district was allocated US$15,000 to
be divided equally among villages and used to pay for the reconstruction
of a predetermined list of priorities. Subsequently, village councils chose
from a list of options provided to them, and sent their choices for consideration to the sub-district government. Rather strict limiting of the possibilities for development to a choice of goods such as community centres
and markets reduced ‘‘empowerment’’ to the development equivalent of
a letter to Father Christmas. A factor that further reduced the likelihood
of the councils having a major impact in terms of local empowerment
was that, at this time, the business of sub-district government was vested
in UN Volunteers, who had the power to accept or reject community
proposals.
As a result of these factors, the elected councils were not particularly
highly prized by local villagers as expressions of their empowerment and
the councils stopped functioning once the project ended. The major
achievement of the CEP, as noted by the generally critical independent
evaluators appointed by the World Bank, is that it provided a way of getting some money into Timorese villages – which would otherwise have

236

CAROLINE HUGHES

been impossible given donor fears that dispensing money would lead to
corruption and dependency.37
From the World Bank’s point of view, one of the worst-performing aspects of the CEP was the credit component, which consisted of grants for
business groups to invest in new ventures or the replacement of lost assets. The Bank commented that the problem with this component was
that it was not managed effectively and it became impossible to hold borrowers accountable for the repayment of their loans. A particular difﬁculty was that the Bank had called for the formation of groups to
borrow money, but these had often turned out to be artiﬁcial and the
money had in fact gone to individual households. In the context of an
economy that had been deeply damaged not only by the destruction
of 1999 but also by its forced separation from the Indonesian economy, with which it had been well integrated, and by the subsequent
‘‘UNTAET bubble’’, which burst after 2002, many of these loans
could not paid back and borrowers simply disappeared with what remained of their money.
This created a dilemma for international aid donors: whether to force
local leaders to expend signiﬁcant time, resources and legitimacy pursuing non-payers or to write off the losses and risk the consequent ‘‘negative impact on credit culture’’.38 An evaluation of the credit component
of the programme sharply criticized the lack of political will to pursue
defaulters. Although it noted that offering credit to impoverished populations in a highly unstable post-conﬂict economic environment is, perhaps,
asking for trouble, the report also recommended that repayment and
non-repayment records should be used as a basis for a credit rating system that would penalize the unfortunate borrowers into the future.39 Arguably this illustrates the extent to which the exercise of power facilitated
by the empowerment programme was intended to be power for international interveners to monitor the construction of appropriate, marketoriented relationships and to penalize actions incompatible with these,
rather than to give ordinary people real power over resources. Criticism
in the evaluation report of the failure to pursue non-payers, even in
a context of economic crisis, and to punish them through credit blacklisting raises important questions as to the nature of the ‘‘empowerment’’
that was supposed to be achieved by the Community Empowerment
Project.
Following the end of UNTAET’s administration of Timor, such attitudes have persisted as money is routed from international organizations
via national and district administrations with similar kinds of strings attached. The RESPECT programme for rural development, implemented
by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) from 2003 to
2004, resembled the CEP in providing for the establishment of local
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councils to bid for funds and implement small-scale development projects.40 RESPECT, like the CEP, focused on walking villagers through
the motions of idealized participatory decision-making procedures in the
interests of obtaining outside cash. As such, it emphasized the power of
the higher-level authorities that accepted or rejected the village plans
and the international donors who designed the processes, rather than
the power of the villages themselves.
The effect of this was expressed in interviews with participants in the
RESPECT project interviewed in Laleia sub-district of Manatuto in
2005. One former group leader, asked to comment on the performance
of the district in dividing money between villages and projects, responded:
We can’t say if the District Administrator has done a good job or not. He has
power. It’s his job to get international aid to come here. We have no right to
say whether he has done a good job or not: we just take what they offer.41

Although the community had worked hard to form the requisite committees demanded by various international programmes, this had not translated into a sense of control over development. Leaders of groups
mobilized to submit proposals and implement projects for the RESPECT
programme commented that they were happy with the outcome of their
projects and hoped to have an opportunity to participate in this kind of
development project again. But this participation was regarded as heavily
dependent upon international intervention. Committees were formed
when funding became available and dissolved when it ran out, with little
sense of an ongoing impact on social organization. One group leader,
asked if his group continued to work on development initiatives, said
that they were waiting to see whether there would be a new funding
scheme and, if so, whether there would be new criteria for the kinds of
groups that might take part: ‘‘it depends on the situation – if we want to
have a new group, we have to base it on the government’s model.’’42 This
interviewee commented that the villagers had no input into the criteria
for aid that ﬂowed in: ‘‘We have no possibility to advise the top level of
the UNDP programme. We are simple people in the village . . . I don’t
know about the future.’’43 In household surveys in Liquiça District and
in interviews with RESPECT participants in Manatuto in 2005, villagers
uniformly claimed ignorance of any long-term, locally organized development planning. In the words of one interviewee, the role of citizens in the
new Timor was reduced to ‘‘hein deit’’ – just waiting.
Accordingly, intervention in local-level governance in Timor focused
upon reorienting relationships within villages – attempting to reduce the
power of ‘‘hierarchical’’ traditional leaders and Indonesian-era chiefs
presumed to be corrupt, while promoting the representation of women
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and youth – but paid little attention to empowering villages as a whole.
This orientation was entirely in line with liberal approaches to reorienting relationships as a means to foster entrepreneurship and a vision of
civil society as composed of equal, consenting individuals, in place of
community structures oriented around patriarchy and prestige. These efforts certainly created new opportunities for many people within TimorLeste to grasp new political and economic opportunities and to behave in
new ways. Yet they also entrenched a particular discursive construction
of Timorese villages as backward, dysfunctional and in need of improvement, and of international interveners as modern, progressive and able to
enforce compliance on pain of withholding funds. The paradoxical effect
was to undermine the likelihood of villages taking on the challenge of locally led development planning or of making assertive demands of the
central government in this respect, thus reinforcing the need for international intervention to compensate for the failure of any kind of local or
national social contract to emerge.

Conclusion
Liberal approaches to governance in Timor-Leste run into contradictions
on a number of levels. The assumed dysfunctionality of society renders it
the target of liberal interventions designed to produce the kind of civil
society that can fulﬁl the liberal tasks of entering a social contract and
policing the state. Yet this is a long-term task, if it is feasible at all, and
the far-reaching intervention required to reconstitute society in such a
way is profoundly disempowering to communities under reconstruction.
The representative structures brought about by interventionary policy
are weak, unfamiliar and alienating. They form an inadequate basis for
democratic control of the state, further weakening community-based
authority and consequently the state’s representative function in relation
to both international interveners and the incoming forces of capital. Furthermore, there is little comparative evidence internationally to suggest
that, over the long term, this changes much.
The dilemma of liberal civil society promotion is that it disrupts familiar patterns of authority based upon different principles such as group allegiance, obedience to customary hierarchies and respect for particular
forms of status. In so doing, particularly in contexts such as post-war
Timor-Leste where these forms of authority were highly valorized but
fragile in the aftermath of occupation, the attempt to reform traditional
authority patterns towards a liberal ideal runs the risk of undermining
the capacity for collective action at all. In Timor-Leste in 2008 the ‘‘frag-
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mentation’’ of the Clandestine Movement had become an article of faith
among international commentators on Timorese politics; yet in early
2000 this movement represented an active foundation for building a
highly legitimate form of local structure. The inﬂux of international aid
and the new preferred forms of structure that were imposed by international donors ensured further weakening of indigenous organizations in
the name of a liberal ideal of individual equality that, nearly a decade
on, appears as distant as ever in Timor-Leste’s towns and villages.
To make this case is not to argue for non-intervention in some kind of
‘‘authentic’’ Timorese culture that is incapable of accommodating modern values. Rather, three criticisms are levelled at these kinds of programme. First, recalibrating relationships between villagers should not
be allowed to distract from the empowerment of the village as a whole,
via the devolution of signiﬁcant discretionary budgets to local authorities
as an indispensable precursor to democratic discussion about their disposal. Without this, any successful mobilization by women in pursuit of
greater equality is in the end rather pointless – an equal share of nothing
is still nothing. Space for political contestation needs to be supplemented
by the possibility of exercising power, and in a context of post-disaster
reconstruction the ability to distribute resources is a crucial aspect of
power.
Second, concerns about the potential for elite capture and corruption
should be tempered with awareness that members of local elites are not
always bad; frequently they are effective leaders, and as such they are required to act as the intermediaries between state and society that make a
social contract, and democratic legitimacy, imaginable. Such a contract,
in liberal thought, forms the metaphorical and practical basis for responsiveness in the state apparatus, and without it effective government
action on pressing problems of reconstruction is impossible.
Third, the need for society to police the state effectively requires village empowerment; otherwise, large-scale abuse of power and misappropriation of resources are actually far more likely. In post-conﬂict TimorLeste, tinkering with relationships within villages occurred in the absence
of any real efforts actually to get resources into the villages where they
were needed, and villages consequently perceived themselves as dependent, out of touch and forgotten. However, given widespread concern
amongst donors and aid workers that the policies of the Indonesians and
the ﬂood of assistance that arrived during the brief emergency era had
inculcated bad habits of ‘‘dependence’’ among the Timorese population,
the failure to shift meaningful discretionary budgets and resources into
the villages was regarded internationally as unimportant. Indeed, it was
probably rather a good thing, until the depth of discontent felt in the vil-

240

CAROLINE HUGHES

lages, as well as the instability it generated, was expressed in election results in 2005 and 2007 and in the spread of the Dili violence to places
such as Ermera, in the west, in 2006.
Ignoring these issues entails compromising the liberal compact in favour of international supervision of states and societies that merely go
through the motions of liberal politics but fail to realize their substance.
This reﬂects a fundamental dilemma of liberal peacebuilding: in order for
an organic liberal peace to emerge within a community, politics must be
seen to be real rather than ‘‘virtual’’ and the option of alternative forms
of peace must be available. This implies the need for tolerance, by powerful international organizations and donors, of a greater degree of local
discretion and control and of a greater diversity of forms of statehood in
the contemporary world. In liberal theory, a choice with neither substance nor alternatives is no choice at all.
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12
The making of Sri Lanka’s
post-conﬂict economic package
and the failure of the 2001–2004
peace process
Rajesh Venugopal

This chapter explores the role of domestic actors and the international
donor community in the evolution of Sri Lanka’s post-conﬂict economic
package of 2001–2004. It argues that the inappropriateness of this economic package was a critical element contributing to the overall failure
of the peace process. Because of the strong inﬂuence of corporate interest groups and international donors, the peace agenda and the country’s
post-conﬂict Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) were in effect
tethered to an aggressive programme of market reforms. Although the
government felt that the market reform agenda would spur rapid economic growth and buy support for the peace process, it ended up doing
the exact opposite. Consequently, the relatively narrow constituency of
opposition to the peace process swelled in size and beneﬁted from the
support gained from those who opposed the government’s economic
policies.
The market-reform-laden economic agenda enjoyed very narrow social
support and, indeed, generated considerable opposition and hostility. In
addition, the government’s simultaneous pursuit of ﬁscal austerity to secure desperately needed concessionary ﬁnancing from the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) meant not only that there was very little in the
way of a peace dividend to distribute, but that there were instead cutbacks in subsidies and employment opportunities that disproportionately
affected the rural Sinhalese poor. The inherent unpopularity of this economic agenda was compounded by the absence of broad consultation in

New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2

244

RAJESH VENUGOPAL

its formulation, despite the fact that this was required as part of the PRSP
process.
Many elements of the case discussed in this chapter have clear resonance with the growing criticism of the liberal peacebuilding agenda,
which argues that the accelerated imposition of liberal democratic political institutions and market reforms is counterproductive in fragile postconﬂict countries.1 Along somewhat modiﬁed lines, I argue here that
there was an inherent contradiction between the political dimensions
and the economic dimensions of the liberal agenda: the Sri Lankan government’s attempt to balance a fragile and controversial peace process
alongside an equally controversial agenda of market reforms ended
up destabilizing the government and brought about the demise of both
agendas.
But the more substantial difference that Sri Lanka bears from the classic case studies of liberal peacebuilding is the extent to which this particular policy package was internally driven, rather than being entirely
imposed from the outside. Unlike contemporary cases of post-conﬂict
peacebuilding in Kosovo, Timor-Leste or Cambodia, Sri Lanka did not
experience the collapse or destruction of governance structures or the
imposition of an absolutist UN-led state-building mission like the United
Nations Mission in Kosovo, the United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor or the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia. Far from it – Sri Lanka has one of the oldest uninterrupted multiparty parliamentary democracies in Asia, with constitutional process and
liberal democratic norms upheld (in form if not entirely in content)
through three decades of civil war. Although this particular policy combination of peace with market reforms was advocated, encouraged and
ﬁnanced by the international community, and was to some extent implemented owing to direct pressure and conditionality from the aid donors,
it actually came to be conceived and implemented as a result of ideopolitical and socioeconomic circumstances that were rooted in Sri Lanka
itself, having evolved and come to political fruition largely as a result of
internal circumstances. Thus, this chapter is largely a description of the
formulation of this domestic liberal peacebuilding agenda and an overview of the circumstances in which it came to disrupt and, ultimately, to
contribute towards the collapse of the peace process.
The chapter is based largely on ﬁeldwork conducted over the period
2002–2007, which included interviews with a number of leading personalities from the then-government and ruling party structure, including the
prime minister, the cabinet secretary, the ruling party chairman and the
treasury secretary. It is also based on interviews and documents from
leading corporate associations and aid donors, such as the Employers
Federation, the Ceylon Chamber of Commerce, ‘‘business for peace’’

SRI LANKA

245

non-governmental organizations (NGOs), the World Bank and the IMF.
This material was combined, contrasted and triangulated against a review
of the available English-language news media sources of that period,
translated compilations of the vernacular media, ﬁnancial statistics, secondary literature and interviews with a number of trade unionists, opposition political parties, journalists and civil society activists. Owing to
limitations of space, this chapter necessarily contains only a small part of
the overall research ﬁndings and output, such that many important deﬁnitional, theoretical and contextual issues are truncated and cannot be
given full treatment.2
The rest of this chapter is organized as follows. The next section provides a brief background to the peace process and its failure. This is followed by a description of the electoral mandates that brought the peace
agenda into being in December 2001, and later consigned it to a slow collapse after April 2004. I then describe the making of a domestic ‘‘business for peace’’ agenda in the late 1990s, and the way this inﬂuenced the
content of the peace process of the United National Party (UNP) when it
came to power in 2001. I follow this with an account of the role of the international community in the making of the liberal peace, and an exploration of the logic behind the government’s economic policy formulation in
its ﬁrst year in power. Finally, I recreate the way in which the government’s PRSP was drafted and explain how it clearly subverted the
PRSP’s own inherent design features.

Background
The Sri Lankan civil war, which started in 1983, is the product of an underlying political conﬂict that had developed since the 1950s between the
island’s majority Sinhalese community and the minority Tamils.3 By the
mid-1970s the conﬂict had advanced to the stage of a secessionist demand
by the Tamils for a separate state of Tamil Eelam, to be carved out of the
north and east of the island, and a parallel rise in Tamil militant insurgency groups devoted to this goal. By the late 1980s one of these militant
groups, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE, or ‘‘Tamil Tigers’’), emerged as the dominant force on the Tamil side, having physically eliminated rival groups, remaining militarily undefeated against the
Sri Lankan and Indian armed forces, and having gained control of large
parts of the north-east. The war itself carried on through several different
phases between 1983 and 2001, during which period there were at least
four signiﬁcant attempts at peaceful resolution (in 1985, 1987, 1989–1990
and 1994–1995), all of which failed.
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In this context of almost two decades of continuing war and failed
peace, the ceaseﬁre agreement of February 2002 between the government of Sri Lanka and the Tamil Tigers gave rise to the most promising
possibility for a permanent resolution to date.4 Amid a wave of public
goodwill and with strong diplomatic and ﬁnancial support from the international community, the government of Sri Lanka and the LTTE engaged in six rounds of direct negotiations and had reached substantial
agreement on critical conceptual issues. By late 2002 a ﬁnal settlement
of the conﬂict was clearly and credibly within sight as the Norwegian mediators announced that both parties had reached a ‘‘paradigm shift’’ in
their respective positions and had agreed on the broad outlines of a future settlement: ‘‘the parties have agreed to explore a political solution
founded on the principle of internal self-determination in areas of historical habitation of the Tamil-speaking peoples, based on a federal structure within a united Sri Lanka.’’5 The LTTE’s chief negotiator, Anton
Balasingham, announced that ‘‘both the parties have made an unprecedented historic decision to work out a political formula for the solution
of the protracted ethnic conﬂict’’.6 The lead negotiator on the government side, Professor G. L. Peiris, was equally optimistic, announcing: ‘‘I
think an interim solution can certainly be arrived at in a matter of months
rather than years.’’7
By then, the ceaseﬁre had already held for an entire year, the longest
such absence of hostilities since 1983. There remained numerous irritants
on the ground as well as some clear provocations, but nothing on a scale
that could disturb the clear momentum of the peace process. The beneﬁts
of peace appeared so overwhelming and self-evident that it seemed irrational that either side would ever want to return to war. There was a
warm relationship and considerable goodwill between the LTTE and the
government, epitomized by the bonhomie that developed between the
two chief negotiators, Balasingham and Peiris. On the ground, the return
to normality was characterized by widespread reconstruction, the return
of refugees, the removal of military checkpoints, the de-mining of roads
and farmland, and a general air of reconciliation.
Yet, within three years of the euphoric ‘‘Oslo Declaration’’, the peace
process had unravelled to the point of complete collapse and both sides
were clearly preparing for a renewal of war. One of the key turning
points in the peace process was the mid-term election of April 2004,
when the UNP-led coalition government that had signed the ceaseﬁre
agreement and negotiated with the LTTE lost power. The government
that subsequently came to power was far more guarded in its approach
to negotiations and, even though the war did not start in earnest until
mid-2006, there was in fact no further progress on the peace process after
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April 2004.8 Instead, there was a slow slide towards increased antagonism and an expansion of the number and scale of ceaseﬁre violations.9
What happened? Why was the government that was voted in on an explicitly pro-peace mandate in December 2001 voted out of power just 27
months later? Why, given the extent of its public support, the rational
beneﬁts of peace and the unprecedented progress in the negotiations,
did this ‘‘best and last’’ chance for peace fail? In seeking to address this
issue and in making sense of this surprising electoral verdict, I also unpack the nature of the peace process as envisaged and implemented.
Where and how did the peace agenda originate? Does an understanding
of its social and ideo-political parentage and its mode of delivery provide
any explanations for its rapid failure?
In exploring the sources of the collapse of the peace process, I deliberately focus only on the (largely Sinhalese) south, which was much less
affected by the civil war. I do not explore the extent, impact or repercussions of the economic agenda in the north-east – which was largely concerned with rehabilitation and reconstruction – or the political/economic
decision-making of the LTTE and its not-insigniﬁcant contribution to the
overall collapse of the peace process. Instead I broadly aim at explaining
the electoral verdict of the Sinhala-Buddhist majority community in the
April 2004 elections.
The peace process came into being with the election of the UNP-led
government in December 2001, which explicitly promised to end the war
by arranging a ceaseﬁre, holding talks with the LTTE and negotiating an
interim power-sharing arrangement in the north-east. Conversely, the
collapse of the peace process began when this government was defeated
in a mid-term election in April 2004. If the parties in parliament can be
divided for the purposes of the peace process into those that directly supported it and those that were hostile to it, then the extent of the vote
swing that made and unmade the peace process becomes very clear. In
2001 the UNP share of the vote went up 5.4 per cent from the previous
elections (from 40.2 per cent to 45.6 per cent), and it won an additional
20 parliamentary seats. Despite the fact that the UNP itself did not win
an outright majority of seats in parliament, it nevertheless enjoyed the
strong support of several minority parties (in the ‘‘other’’ category), and
for the 27 months of its government enjoyed an unusual degree of internal stability. But by April 2004, in the ﬁrst subsequent public opportunity
to vote on the peace process, its vote share dropped sharply by 7.8 per
cent to 37.8 per cent, signiﬁcantly worse than its position in the October
2000 parliamentary elections.
In effect there was a strong swing towards the UNP in December 2001
and an even stronger swing away from it in April 2004, suggesting that
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Table 12.1 Voter swing, 2000, 2001 and 2004 parliamentary elections
2001 vs 2000

Pro-peace parties
Anti-peace parties
All other parties
Overall change

2004 vs 2001

Votes

Shares

Seats

Votes

Shares

Seats

þ608,256
350,701
þ50,646
þ308,201

þ5.4%
5.7%
þ0.3%
0.0%

þ20
25
þ5
0

581,826
þ579,861
þ308,828
þ306,863

7.8%
þ4.7%
þ3.1%
0.0%

27
þ21
þ6
0

Source: Sri Lanka Department of Elections.

the rise and fall of the UNP-led government and the subsequent rise and
fall of the peace process reﬂected a broad shift in voter sympathy in both
instances. Indeed, since the island’s religious and ethnic minorities,
amounting to one-third of the population, are widely thought to have
voted for the UNP or UNP coalition allies in both elections, it is reasonable to infer that the national-level voter swing that generated the antiincumbent election results in 2001 and 2004 came largely from the majority (Sinhala-Buddhist) community. What explains its signiﬁcant shift in
allegiance between these two elections? Conventional explanations of
this phenomenon suggest that the majority community was deeply ambivalent about the peace process itself, and succumbed to the wave of
chauvinist hysteria aroused by Sinhala extremist political parties. I argue
instead that there was much more to this election verdict than chauvinism
and opposition to the peace process, and that it also reﬂected a signiﬁcant
economic protest vote against the accelerated market reform agenda that
had accompanied the peace process.

The formulation of the domestic peace agenda
How and why did Sri Lanka’s peace process of 2001–2004 come to be
closely entwined with an aggressive market reform agenda? To some extent, the answer to this question lies deep within the political sociology of
Sri Lanka’s party system. The UNP, which brought the peace process
into being, is a party historically created and dominated by the island’s
Westernized bourgeois elite, with a strong pro-business orientation. It
was a party of ‘‘cosmopolitan capitalists’’ as it were, largely dominated
by Sinhalese merchants, professionals and planters but in reality quite
broad based in terms of the caste, religious and ethno-linguistic basis of
its supporters, ﬁnanciers and core constituency. Indeed, the island’s ethnic and religious minorities (Tamils, Muslims and Sinhalese Catholics),
who are also disproportionately represented among the urban commer-

SRI LANKA

249

cial and professional elites, have traditionally been strong supporters of
the UNP.
During the 1950s–1970s the UNP struggled to shed its elitist, prominority and pro-business image in order to expand its electoral base to
the Sinhala-Buddhist majority and to counteract the tide of leftist and nationalist populism that was directed largely against itself.10 But, despite
its most strenuous attempts to erect a façade of religious and native authenticity, the UNP never fully shed its core social identity as a party of
the comprador bourgeoisie, i.e. of the wealthy, Westernized, urban social
and business elites. And, certainly, it never changed its economic identity, which remained always distinctly in favour of business – and in particular the largest and most internationally connected segments of the
business community.
In the years preceding its December 2001 election victory, the UNP
underwent a considerable internal transformation in opposition that
helped it reconnect to the changing material interests and corporate culture of the world of big business. Much of its internal transformation during the late 1990s was synchronous and occurred in close coordination
with a parallel transformation in the attitudes and political agenda of the
business community and its changing material relationship to the war.
One of the most striking aspects of this relationship is that most of the
productive physical assets of Sri Lanka’s business community, in terms
of factories, tea plantations and tourist hotels, have traditionally been located in the south and west of the island, areas that are dominated by the
majority Sinhalese community and that have been relatively unaffected
by the war.
Under market reforms introduced by the previous UNP government in
the late 1970s, the economic structure of Sri Lanka changed considerably
to a new economy of garment exports and tourism. Concentrated in the
relatively unproblematic south-western part of the island, business experienced rapid growth, even amidst the destruction of years of ongoing
civil war. At the same time, the economy of the disputed north-east
(which had always been remote and economically unimportant) was rendered even more marginal, remote and gloomy owing to the concentration of the war in this region.
This geographical segregation of destruction and development began
to change by the mid-1990s when the mounting costs of the war actually
began to affect the economic prosperity of the south for the ﬁrst time.11
Corporate leaders and lobby groups began to voice concerns that the war
– funded largely by taxing the private formal sector – was frightening
away foreign investors, customers and tourists. But, more directly, the
LTTE had in the late 1990s initiated a terrorist bombing campaign aimed
at economic targets, causing unprecedented destruction to the economic
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infrastructure in the south for the ﬁrst time. In January 1996, the LTTE
attacked the Central Bank building in Colombo, killing 91 people, injuring over 1,000 and destroying a large part of the ﬁnancial district. In
October 1997, it launched another powerful bomb blast in the Galadari
Hotel, which again targeted the ﬁnancial district in central Colombo. By
1999, the LTTE was clearly gaining the upper hand even in the conventional war in the north, and was quickly regaining large tracts of territory
that the army had won at great expense over the previous three years.
Having earlier been mostly silent and tacitly supportive of the war,
business groups were by the mid-1990s tending to view the war as an unwinnable, expensive indulgence, fought over a remote and economically
peripheral province, for reasons that were now receding in importance if
not entirely redundant. The increasing frustration of Sri Lanka’s business
community with the costs of the conﬂict dovetailed with its broader unease with the government of President Chandrika Kumaratunga. In contrast to the crisp, authoritarian efﬁciency of the pro-business UNP, which
had been in power from 1977 to 1994, the inefﬁciency and lumbering,
half-hearted pace of market reforms and private sector economic incentives that followed the 1994 victory of Kumaratunga’s left–centre coalition frustrated and irritated corporate leaders.12 Through inﬂuential
business lobby groups, the corporate sector had by the late 1990s united
to launch an increasingly public lobbying campaign behind a fairly simple
two-point programme: (i) an end to the war; (ii) revitalizing the economy
through private sector subsidies and fast-tracked market reforms.13 Importantly, these two were increasingly being articulated not as separate
items but as mutually complementary and synergistic components of a
new national development strategy towards faster private-sector-led economic growth.
As the synergistic overlap of peace and unrealized economic opportunity became compelling and urgent to the business community through
the LTTE’s bombing campaign in 1996–1998, it was also being adopted
by the reformed UNP in opposition, with which it continued to maintain
close social, political, economic and family links. Between 1998 and 2000,
the business lobby’s stance on the war subtly changed from one of supporting bipartisan cooperation over devolution proposals in 1998, to one
of direct talks with the LTTE. Simultaneously, the UNP leader Ranil
Wickremasinghe had by December 1998 also begun to advocate direct
talks with the LTTE.14 In the December 1999 presidential elections,
Wickremasinghe’s position on the ethnic conﬂict was the most generous
ever by a mainstream southern leader: an immediate ceaseﬁre with the
LTTE, followed by direct negotiations and the establishment of an interim power-sharing institution in the north-east.15
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The period December 1999 to December 2001 was characterized by a
deepening and interlocking economic, political and military crisis. The
single most consequential event in this period was the LTTE’s devastatingly successful suicide-commando attack in July 2001 on the Katunayake
air force base – which is adjacent to and shares its runway with the country’s only international airport. The attack had a devastating economic
impact, particularly on tourism and sectors dependent on external trade,
as a result of the imposition of crippling war-related insurance surcharges
on air and sea freight. Sri Lanka subsequently suffered its ﬁrst ever
period of negative economic growth (–1.4 per cent) in 2001, and, in the
weeks that followed, also suffered the suspension of an IMF bailout package negotiated earlier that year owing to missed targets.16 Overall, between early 1997 and late 2001, the Colombo stock exchange lost over
half its total value and the business community became increasingly despondent and desperate for change.
In the face of such a sudden and visible economic loss, the logic of resuscitating the failing economy by ending the failing war effort suddenly
became far more compelling and urgent. When Kumaratunga’s fragile
parliamentary coalition collapsed in the aftermath of the airport attack,
this re-energized a new group of ‘‘business for peace’’ lobbyists who
pooled their resources to launch a high-proﬁle media campaign to get
the pro-business, pro-peace UNP elected to power. Predictably, the
‘‘business for peace’’ agenda and the open lobbying for the UNP were
led by those very sectors that were worst hit by the war: tourism, apparel
and tea. More generally, the peace agenda was supported by the largest,
most internationally connected segments of the business community, as
characterized, for example, by the members of the blue-chip Ceylon
Chamber of Commerce (CCC). Indeed, the CCC itself played a leading
role in lobbying to bring the peace/market reform agenda into political
reality.
The key players in the peace process that kicked off in December 2001
consisted of not just the UNP and big business, but a substantial external
component as well. Most prominent was Norway, which had served as
intermediary and neutral facilitator between the two sides and which organized a ceaseﬁre monitoring mission on the ground, staffed and funded
by the Nordic countries. There were also global and regional powers –
the United States, India and China – whose interventions were coloured
by the rapidly evolving geopolitical compulsions of the post-9/11 world
and, to a lesser extent, by commercial imperatives. International donors
and international organizations of various sizes and types – the World
Bank, the Asian Development Bank, UN agencies and bilateral donors
such as the United Kingdom, Japan, Canada and Germany – had a
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diverse set of interests in infrastructure, agriculture, poverty, refugee
relief, capacity-building and market reforms. There were international
NGOs and relief agencies specializing in everything from land-mine
clearance and peace education to human rights, child combatant rehabilitation and rural livelihoods.
The international community in all of these guises wholeheartedly embraced the Ranil Wickremasinghe government and its peace initiative.
Not only was the government pursuing an unprecedented peace initiative, but it was pro-market, investor friendly and pro-West and displayed
a managerial efﬁciency and entrepreneurial energy uncharacteristic of
third world democracies. The extent of the donor community’s unrestrained excitement at the programme of peace with market reforms
comes across in this brief evaluation by the World Bank:
Today, Sri Lanka has a great window of opportunity. The United National
Front (UNF) Government that came to power in December 2001 with a mandate to secure peace and accelerate economic growth has already embarked on
a bold program of peace/reconciliation and a comprehensive set of economic
policy/institutional reforms to promote private sector-led growth.17

The peace process was deliberately internationalized by the Ranil Wickremasinghe government, which was itself very donor friendly in the sense
that a large number of its leading members, in terms of cabinet ministers,
the kitchen cabinet and its key mandarins, were cosmopolitan, English
speaking, Westernized and Western educated, and had cultivated close
links abroad. The international community/donors thus had a variety of
possible entry points to inﬁltrate, inﬂuence and participate at the highest
levels of power. Indeed, the closeness of the match in the agenda and interests of the international community and the UNP government was
such that the international community was in effect not just a very close
ally but perhaps even an important element of the structure of power,
worming its material, cultural and intellectual inﬂuence into various
levels of the state and civil society.
In the late 1990s the aid donor community, and particularly the World
Bank, was undergoing a transformation in its attitude and practices towards conﬂict-ridden countries, and in Sri Lanka this reﬂected the thinking of the UNP and the Sri Lankan business community. Like the
business community, many donors felt that they could no longer work
around the conﬂict and pretend it did not exist, but would have to address it more directly through their programmes, through policy dialogue
with the government, and perhaps even through conditionality.18 By the
end of the 1990s, international development workers increasingly talked
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of the need for ‘‘mainstreaming conﬂict sensitivity’’ into their practice.
The World Bank’s 2001 internal evaluation audit on Sri Lanka remarked
self-critically that the Bank’s activities needed to be far more directly
conﬂict sensitive. In the same breath, however, the document asserts,
without any apparent contradiction, the need for such conﬂict-sensitivity
to go hand in hand with market reforms:
Completion of the structural reform agenda and a resolution of the conﬂict in
the North and the East are the key missing elements for Sri Lanka to accelerate
growth and achieve further poverty reduction. Bank assistance should help
overcome both these constraints.19

Through documents such as this it becomes clear that the programmatic
linkage of conﬂict resolution with market reforms at an international
level owed much to the economic instrumentalization of the peace process in donor aid discourse.20 The donor community’s increasing frustration with the Kumaratunga government over the 1999–2001 period was
being articulated in very similar terms to that of the country’s own business community, which had similarly instrumentalized peace as a component of its own economic agenda. Through policy documents, speeches
and the myriad lobbying mechanisms available to them, both these actors
were by mid-2001 clearly promoting an identical two-item agenda: peace
and market reform.
At about this time the cross-country literature on the economics of
post-war reconstruction outside the World Bank was increasingly urging
caution on the issue of market reform. Susan Woodward, for example,
wrote: ‘‘Sequencing of policy reforms had to be sensitive to the fact that
in the early transition from war to peace, governments are fragile and unstable, and can rarely push rapidly on economic reforms.’’21 But in Sri
Lanka this is precisely what the donors were consciously and aggressively
promoting. One World Bank document even suggested that the fragile
situation in the immediate aftermath of Sri Lanka’s February 2002 ceaseﬁre provided an ideal ‘‘window of opportunity’’ to implement ‘‘difﬁcult
market reforms’’ which had proved politically problematic in the past.22
The extent of donor dissatisfaction with the Kumaratunga government,
and its own internal evolution and new-found willingness to address the
conﬂict issue, were very clearly displayed at the annual aid forum in December 2000. After having supported the government with considerable
foreign aid through its early years, the donors now refused to pledge
new assistance, demanding instead that the government take concrete
steps to end the war and speed up market reforms. The World Bank’s
2000 Development Policy Review noted:
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Sri Lanka’s future economic and social development will depend not merely on
maintaining sound macroeconomic management and accelerating privatization,
but more importantly on the country’s ability to resolve the on-going conﬂict
and move quickly into implementing key structural reforms to enhance economic growth and reduce poverty. The most difﬁcult long-term challenge is resolving the conﬂict.23

In contrast, the donors that attended the next aid forum in June 2002
under the new UNP-led government were very impressed. The World
Bank’s South Asia Region chief Mieko Nishimizu was actually moved to
poetic praise:
Once in a blue moon, in our development work, there comes a moment when
one must put the past behind, look squarely into the future, dream what was
thought impossible, and choose ‘‘a road less travelled by’’. Time, to suspend
disbelief. Time, to change mindset. Time, to act – and act differently.
In my years at the World Bank, I have been blessed to witness a few such moments. This, ladies and gentlemen, is such a moment, for the sovereign people
of Sri Lanka. It is also such a moment for us, Sri Lanka’s development
partners.

She went on to close her speech with a full recitation of Robert Frost’s
poem ‘‘The Road Not Taken’’.24 A year later, the donors pledged a record US$4.5 billion to Sri Lanka in post-conﬂict aid at the Tokyo donor
conference.

Crisis overhang
The UNP-led coalition front won a clear victory in the elections of December 2001 and, despite the fact that it was weakened by the hostility
of the incumbent executive president, the government that it formed
under Ranil Wickremasinghe as prime minister quickly began work on
an ambitious two-point programme of peace and market reform. Indeed,
given the way in which the two were rationalized as contingent upon
one another, it could be argued that there was in reality a one-point programme of rapid private-sector-led economic growth, of which peace in
the north and market reform in the south were simply interdependent
and mutually reinforcing components.25
Since war was constraining economic growth in key sectors, peace was
seen as the key to economic stability, foreign aid, growth and prosperity.
In turn, the beneﬁts of the peace dividend and economic growth would
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generate prosperity in the north and south, increase living standards and
create rational economic reasons to remain peaceful and prevent a return
to war. The intimate linkage between the two key elements in the government’s agenda became evident in the way that the main cabinet ministers in charge of the peace process, such as G. L. Peiris and Milinda
Moragoda, actually headed ministries in charge of economic reform.
Within three months of taking power, the new government had negotiated a detailed ceaseﬁre agreement with the rebel LTTE, opening the
door for further normalization and direct negotiations. At the same
time, it also began drafting a comprehensive medium-term economic
growth strategy to be presented to the aid donors. The new government’s
ﬁrst task was to resuscitate a Stand-By Arrangement (SBA) with the
IMF, which had been suspended under the previous government.26 It
also inherited a serious economic crisis from the 2000–2001 period, and
had to contend with the ﬁscal hangover from the previous government’s
pre-election splurge in late 2001.
As a result, the government’s economic policy agenda, which remained
at a largely conceptual level, took shape and emerged in the course of
tackling the pressing economic problems that it inherited and in negotiating the donor funding that it desperately needed. The government’s
immediate target was not only to revive the SBA but to secure quick approval of the IMF’s highly concessional Poverty Reduction and Growth
Facility (PRGF). The PRGF also acts as a gatekeeper to further ofﬁcial
aid and private capital ﬂows; as the governor of the Central Bank of Sri
Lanka explained, it was ‘‘like a character certiﬁcate indicating that the
country’s economic policies were sound and would give conﬁdence to
investors’’.27
The pursuit of the SBA and the PRGF dominated the course of the
government’s economic policy agenda during its ﬁrst year in government.
The immediate compulsion of restoring macroeconomic stability together
with the conditionalities required by the IMF to revive the SBA tranche
led to a strong focus on ﬁscal austerity measures and expenditure control.
Susan Woodward observes that ‘‘the economic approach and decisions of
the IFIs [international ﬁnancial institutions], particularly the IMF, and
the political tasks of implementing a peace mission, are often directly in
conﬂict’’.28 Indeed, there are grounds to suggest that the implementation
of IMF conditionalities had a directly negative effect on the sustainability
of the peace process – although the blame should not be placed entirely
on the IMF, for the government was not entirely a reluctant partner in
this task.
One of the problems faced by the government in meeting the IMF conditionalities was that the peace dividend was slow in coming. Despite the
sharp reduction in security concerns following the ceaseﬁre, there was in
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reality very little reduction in defence expenditures, of which around 85
per cent consisted of recurrent expenditures and 71 per cent of wages and
salaries alone. Furthermore, the capital expenditure component also remained high from the deferred payments due on military hardware orders made before the ceaseﬁre. Since defence expenditure reduction was
minimal, the ﬁscal compression required by the IMF had to come from
cutting other areas such as infrastructure and fertilizer subsidies, which
had a direct impact on farmers. As Kelegama argues:
Fiscal tightening through expenditure restraint therefore occurred at precisely
the time when the public ﬁnances should have been orientated to building
peace. . . . Over-obsession with ﬁscal targets therefore proved to be counterproductive in terms of delivering the immediate economic dividend that could
have helped the peace progress.29

Furthermore, the actual aid disbursements to promote the peace at an
early stage were very small. With strict ex post conditionality (aid was
conditional on progress in market reforms and the peace process), the
government faced a tight situation in 2002–2003. Finally, the uncertainty
of the political situation and the peace process restrained large investments by the private sector and did not create the increase in employment that could have beneﬁted poor Sinhalese households.
One of the most critical and consequential of the IMF-required ﬁscal
measures taken in 2002 was a hiring freeze, which cancelled all existing
vacancies in the public service, provincial public service, local authorities,
public corporations and statutory bodies.30 It immediately affected not
only the thousands of aspirants for whom government employment was
the traditional route out of rural poverty, but the government’s own patronage distribution system. Ministers protested vigorously that they were
no longer able to reward loyalists and constituents.31 As the UNP’s party
chairman explained: ‘‘We had very strict policies, even people associated
with the party were not given jobs.’’32 During the UNP government’s
brief period in power, the public sector workforce shrank by 10.5 per
cent, partly because of the vigorous implementation of the hiring freeze,
but also because of a voluntary retirement scheme and the removal
of thousands of temporary workers hired in the public sector as a preelection giveaway by the previous government.33
In anticipation of the ﬁnal review of the SBA, which required that the
government achieve set targets and demonstrate a certain ‘‘pace of reform’’ ahead of the PRGF discussions in October, the government had
by July 2002 decided that it would fast-track 36 items of legislation
through parliament in the month of August.34 As the subsequent IMF review noted with satisfaction:
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VAT was introduced on August 1, the privatization and banking reform benchmarks were completed by mid August, the Welfare Beneﬁt Law was submitted
to parliament and approved on August 26; Cabinet approved the draft Electricity Reform Act which was gazetted on August 16, Cabinet approved
amendments and special provisions bills on the Industrial Disputes and the
Termination of Employment of Workmen’s Acts on August 28. Although the
electricity and labour market bills have not been presented to parliament,
the PM has instructed that they be tabled in Parliament by September 6.35

As direct political negotiations with the LTTE opened in late 2002, a
wave of public unease had come into being as a consequence of the government’s breakneck pace of reform, the domestic effects of the ﬁscal
compression and spreading concerns that the government was about to
announce a wave of privatizations. Over the course of the government’s
second year in power there was a mounting wave of trade union action in
opposition to the reform agenda and a parallel series of mass campaigns
against the peace process. By mid-2003 these two campaigns increasingly
began to merge as Sinhala nationalist opponents to the peace process
successfully co-opted the economic agenda within their overall campaign
to paralyse and dislodge the government. Many of the trade union
leaders I interviewed were actually supportive of the peace process but
on balance opposed the Ranil Wickremasinghe government because of
their deep opposition to the reform agenda and because of the stealth
and speed with which it was being formulated and implemented.36

‘‘Regaining Sri Lanka’’
Many of the government’s critics pointed to the formulation of its economic master-plan as emblematic of this approach. By the time negotiations with the LTTE began in September 2002, the government was
holding parallel negotiations with the IMF for the PRGF. Following further progress on the peace negotiations with the LTTE in December
2002, the IMF approved a US$567 million PRGF and Extended Fund Facility credit in April 2003 and the World Bank simultaneously approved a
US$125 million Poverty Reduction Support Credit (PRSC).37 Both were
based on ﬁnancing a programme of accelerated reforms, of which the key
highlights were reforms to labour market regulation, strengthening property rights in land markets, privatizing the power and banking sectors and
rationalizing the civil service. Approval of concessional ﬁnance from the
IMF/World Bank then opened the gates for the monumental US$4.5 billion in further donor aid pledged at the Tokyo donor conference of June
2003.
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Application for a PRGF loan from the IMF requires recipient countries to prepare and submit a detailed Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper
(PRSP). Under the PRGF/PRSP framework, concessional lending to the
poorest countries was refocused on poverty alleviation, with the economic framework to be authored by the recipient countries themselves
and based on widespread internal consultations, ‘‘promoting broad based
participation of civil society’’.38 With this stated aim in mind, the reality
of the PRSP formulation process in Sri Lanka is instructive, not just to
understand how it contributed to destabilizing the peace agenda, but
also as a case study of how its key design features on process and content
were so transparently circumvented and undermined.
Between March and December 2002, the UNP-led government commissioned the drafting of a comprehensive economic master-plan called
‘‘Regaining Sri Lanka’’ (RSL).39 As with the contents of the ceaseﬁre
agreement or the progress with the peace process, very little information
about this document was divulged to the public, to parliament or even to
many members of the government. This document was ultimately submitted in modiﬁed form to the IMF and the World Bank in December
2002 as the PRSP.
When the RSL document was eventually released in the domestic
realm, which occurred only after it was sent to the World Bank and the
IMF, it quickly became very controversial. Through the rest of the life of
the government, and even after that, opposition politicians, trade unionists and civil society activists singled out the RSL as a doctrinaire manual
of market reformist excess. It was viewed as emblematic of the secretive
and non-inclusive nature of the government’s policy formulation process
and of its complete subservience to the agenda of the private sector and
the donors. The joint Bank/Fund review of the PRGF and PRSP enthusiastically described the RSL as ‘‘a strong and aggressive proposal to remove the existing policy-induced and structural constraints that inhibit
private sector activity in the way of changing the role of the State’’.40
The RSL laid out a comprehensive medium-term framework of infrastructure construction, privatization, land and labour market reforms,
and a private-sector-led growth strategy. For the most part the RSL was
authored by a small team of economic experts, with sectoral inputs drawn
from the private sector. The chairman of the Ceylon Chamber of Commerce claimed that ‘‘large parts of the RSL document were plucked
straight out of our recommendations’’.41 The ﬁnal document submitted
to the donors in December 2002 was in effect an exclusively privatesector and donor-inﬂuenced growth and reform strategy that was thinly
disguised as a poverty reduction strategy based on widespread consultation. Indeed, the lead author of the RSL conﬁded that he found the
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PRSP exercise a ‘‘bureaucratic, wasteful process’’ and that ‘‘one of the
problems with the PRSP process is the consultative requirement’’.42
But the government was not alone in this act of transparent subterfuge,
for the World Bank and IMF staff appear to have wilfully cooperated and
exaggerated the extent of consultation to the point of complete misrepresentation. Their joint review of the PRSP at the approval phase in March
2003 surprisingly found:
The extent of consultation that is embodied in Sri Lanka’s PRSP ‘‘Regaining
Sri Lanka’’ is commendable and is in fact one of the strengths of the document.
A large number of stakeholders, including the government, academia, research
organizations, non-government and community organizations, the private sector, trade unions, and donors were consulted at various stages of the document’s preparation.43

Similarly, the World Bank’s 2003 Country Assistance Strategy for Sri
Lanka, written in the immediate aftermath of the PRGF approval, makes
several quite unwarranted references to the ‘‘broad’’, ‘‘widespread’’ and
‘‘island-wide’’ nature of the ‘‘stakeholder consultations’’:
During the past four years, the administration has engaged in broad stakeholder consultations to reach consensus on a medium- to long-term strategy
for faster and sustained economic development and poverty reduction. . . . The
island-wide consultative process also mobilized views of key stakeholders.44

The real reasons behind this very misleading evaluation are unlikely ever
to emerge, and one can only speculate as to how and at what level it
might have been encouraged and tolerated. It was only two years later,
in the World Bank’s ﬁrst review of the PRSC (written after the substantial collapse of the reform agenda), that a more considered evaluation of
this issue emerges. In a remarkable volte face that makes no mention of
its past assessment of ‘‘broad stakeholder consultations’’, the 2005 review
found that there was indeed inadequate consultation, to the extent that
that this might have been a critical cause of its failure:
In general, program implementation could have beneﬁted from wider and
deeper consultations with stakeholders, especially civil society and within
government.45

Given that the World Bank sponsored the drafting of virtually the entire PRSP, including the RSL and the previous poverty analytics exercise,
and that World Bank representatives were present for most of the supposed consultative exercises, they cannot have been unaware of the
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reality. Furthermore, on the eve of the PRGF approval in February 2003,
a coalition of 72 trade unions and civil society groups (the Alliance for
the Protection of National Resources and Human Rights) addressed a
letter to the IMF, the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank and
the United Nations Development Programme, charging:
We categorically state that the Government of Sri Lanka has failed to carry out
even this minimal consultation with the people, and that the proposals have
been worked out in total isolation. . . . We, acting on behalf of the people, totally reject the proposals contained in the PRSP.46

This organization subsequently had several exchanges with the IMF and
the World Bank in 2002 and 2003, speciﬁcally on the issue of consultation, and was even provided with a list of the NGOs purported to have
been consulted. Leaving aside the issue of the representative character
of these NGOs, it emerged upon subsequent investigation that their participation in these sessions was quite perfunctory, limited to commenting
on a ﬁnalized draft to which no further changes could be made.
But beyond the issue of subterfuge and the ethical questions it raises
over the actions of World Bank and IMF staff, the content and formulation of the RSL document were highly problematic. By drafting such a
putatively technocratic document, insulated from populist pressures or
even from contact and feedback from ruling party members and government ministers, the document came to reﬂect a very narrowly held economic vision. By seeking to depoliticize economic policy, it in effect
lacked the political buy-in or ownership of any domestic political constituency except the corporate sector. As the general secretary of one of the
largest trade union federations described it: ‘‘There were no consultations with the trade unions. The UNP was more disciplined, but it was
not transparent. There was no dialogue with stakeholders, so everyone
was suspicious.’’47
The secrecy behind its formulation left the document exposed to criticism from a wide number of social and political constituencies, with
very few people left able, or inclined, to defend it. As Saman Kelegama
describes:
Under the grand reform programme there was no effective strategy to buy-off
opposition to reforms other than the assumption that foreign aid inﬂows will
cushion the adjustment costs. With the mighty hurry to implement reform, the
government basically played into the hands of the opponents of reforms. Thus
electricity, railway, health reforms, all backﬁred without any achievements.48

A few members of the UNP government and party apparatus (when interviewed in 2006, two years after they lost power) grudgingly admitted
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that they should perhaps have ‘‘done something for the poor’’ for instrumental reasons – in order to preserve the sustainability of the reforms.
But most, including the former prime minister Ranil Wickremasinghe,
were unwilling to concede that the peace process and economic reforms
were mutually incompatible agendas. The two processes were seen as
synergistic and mutually dependent on each other for success.49
The World Bank actually went further, to assert – without any justiﬁcation and in the face of evidence to the contrary in other countries – that
the fragile post-conﬂict scenario actually presented a unique window of
opportunity to implement ‘‘difﬁcult’’ market reforms: ‘‘There are good
prospects for addressing key economic and social reforms in such a situation, even those that have proven difﬁcult in the past’’.50 But just two
years later, the World Bank’s post hoc review of the PRSC came close
to reversing this position. Without any hint of self-criticism or reference
to its previous position, it suggested instead that difﬁcult reforms
should perhaps have been implemented more gradually and sequenced
better:
The past experience also suggests that more attention needs to be given to the
sequencing of reforms. The PRSC program was perhaps too overloaded with
‘‘politically-sensitive’’ reforms, i.e., public sector, welfare, labor and land reforms, and a more phased approach may have been more manageable.51

This unusual and unjustiﬁed optimism that difﬁcult market reforms would
succeed in the midst of an equally difﬁcult peace process was eventually
tempered only by the considerably different reality that transpired –
an election defeat for the UNP and a failed reform agenda that dragged
the peace process down with it. Owing to the steady campaign of public
demonstrations, strikes and marches launched by a growing coalition of
Sinhala nationalist forces, President Chandrika Kumaratunga was encouraged to launch a constitutional coup d’état, dismissing the Ranil
Wickremasinghe government and calling for fresh elections in February
2004.
The election campaign of March–April 2004 focused to a great extent
on the issue of peace and the outcome is frequently interpreted as a resounding verdict by the Sinhala-Buddhist majority against the peace process. But the sparse evidence that is available suggests otherwise.
Sinhala-Buddhist rural voters were well aware of the fact that a defeat
for the UNP would inevitably be a setback for the peace process, a situation to which they were not indifferent – particularly because armed
forces personnel are overwhelmingly recruited from the rural SinhalaBuddhist poor, and a return to war would once again have put their
sons’ lives at risk.
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Reporters sent to cover voter sentiment in rural districts frequently
found that the public sector hiring freeze and the removal of the fertilizer
subsidy were the two most important issues raised. ‘‘No one has got
jobs in the past two years’’, said one respondent from Ratnapura district.52 At the same time, rural voters were not unappreciative of the
peace process and, given that many had close relatives in the armed
forces, they reported that they were ‘‘happy to be alive’’. Residents of
the southern districts of Hambantota, Matara and Galle, who voted overwhelmingly against the UNP, similarly complained that ‘‘the government
has done little recruiting in the past two years’’ and that, in a difﬁcult
agricultural year, the cost of fertilizers had more than doubled.53 Emblematic of the dilemma facing the majority community was this plea
from a village voter in a border district of Anuradhapura prone to attack
by the LTTE: ‘‘We don’t want another war. But we also want our economic problems solved.’’54
In other words, there was widespread relief and appreciation of the
beneﬁts of the peace process, and these voters did not lightly choose to
bring war back upon themselves. But the UNP’s own agenda of linking
peace with reforms forced many who were supportive of peace to vote
against it. This is not to deny the existence of a considerable protest
vote against the UNP’s handling of the peace process and the presence
of a radical Sinhala nationalist constituency that opposed the peace process on principle and voted against it from the very beginning. But this
constituency is actually quite small and has sustained political momentum
and electoral strength only when fortiﬁed by and conjoined to a populist
economic protest agenda. In the April 2004 elections, the UNP provided
exactly such an agenda. Having fused peace to market reforms, the relatively small opposition to the peace process was magniﬁed and made
electorally viable by a new and growing opposition to the market reform
agenda.

Conclusions
In this chapter I have argued that Sri Lanka’s peace agenda in the 2001–
2004 period had its origins in a new coalition between domestic corporate
lobby groups and international aid donors. Both of these inﬂuential actors had separately ideologized the necessity of pursuing an agenda of
peace with market reforms. The embeddedness of the peace process
within this economic rationale and the social constituency of its inspiration and sponsorship had important consequences for its sustainability.
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The government’s heavily market-reform-laden economic agenda enjoyed a very narrow social constituency of support, and indeed generated
considerable opposition and hostility. In addition, the government’s simultaneous pursuit of ﬁscal austerity to secure desperately needed concessionary ﬁnancing from the IMF meant not only that there was very
little in the way of a peace dividend to distribute, but that there were
instead cutbacks in subsidies and employment opportunities that disproportionately affected the rural Sinhalese poor. The inherent unpopularity
of this economic agenda was compounded by the complete absence of
consultation, much less participation, in its formulation, beyond foreign
donor agency functionaries and local corporate executives. Not surprisingly, the government was faced with an increasingly vigorous opposition
to the reforms from a variety of different social constituencies.
The peace agenda was transparently sponsored by Sri Lanka’s wealthiest business groups, was packaged together with donor-funded market
reforms that were advocated by and would directly beneﬁt those very
groups, was shepherded through under extensive foreign prodding and
funding, and was wrapped within the globalized liberal discourse of
peace, human rights and good governance.
The opposition that emerged to challenge the peace process was similarly multifaceted, and cannot be reduced to one of reﬂexive ethnic
hatred or militarist revanchism. Instead, it drew upon a broad-based and
multifaceted mobilization that appealed not just to naked chauvinism
and war-mongering (indeed, only rarely so), but also to those who felt
deeply threatened by the market reforms and the heightened inﬂuence
of global powers and international agencies that came with it. Nationalist
ideologues were able to convincingly present the peace process as a
neo-colonialist, neo-liberal enterprise to divide, conquer and privatize
the country, launched by foreign powers with vested interests and
aided by the UNP, the traditional party of the Westernized comprador
bourgeoisie.
It is of course impossible to decipher the precise individual voter
calculus that led to the UNP’s election defeat in April 2004. But the
evidence presented in this chapter suggests that the majority community
did not blithely vote for war and that a considerable component of the
anti-UNP vote was economic. As one veteran trade unionist described
it:
[on the peace process] even the left was praising [then Prime Minister] Ranil.
But his dealings with the West [on the Iraq war], the market economy, the absence of any social component to the reforms brought him down. Ranil lost the
people because of the reforms.55
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Beware of liberal peacebuilders
bearing gifts: The deviancy of
liberal peace in Palestine and Israel
Jason Franks

Liberal peacebuilding – the Western-centric panacea for the ills of conﬂict – has played a controversial role in the Middle East peace process
between the Palestinians and the Israelis.1 Since 1948 there have been
12 United Nations Security Council Resolutions, 3 General Assembly
Resolutions, the Oslo peace settlement (1992), various ongoing peace initiatives and the continuous work of local and international actors and
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) at the grassroots level. Nevertheless, according to PASSIA, a Palestinian academic NGO, the peace
process in the Palestinian–Israeli conﬂict is currently ‘‘the worst it has
ever been’’,2 and according to the ‘‘End of Mission Report’’ by Alvaro
de Soto – the United Nations Special Coordinator for the Middle East
Peace Process – the prognosis is bleak.3
The problems currently experienced in Palestine and Israel are not
unique and are similar to those in other liberal state-building processes.
In many of these cases, the ‘‘state’’ created out of the liberal peacebuilding process is a virtual liberal state – one that is held together in the precarious circumstances of negative peace through the tradition of realist
power politics and conﬂict management techniques consisting of sociopolitical exclusion, divisions and security. Furthermore, where the divisions existing in this virtual liberal state have become entrenched (often
by the security discourse) and further development is obstructed, the
region stagnates in the ‘‘too hard to solve’’ category, existing in some
form of international limbo marked ‘‘future status uncertain’’.

New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2
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I am not necessarily suggesting that liberal peacebuilding is deliberately a subversive realist agenda for creating the security dilemma and
negative peace. I am arguing instead that, despite the lofty ambitions
of liberal peacebuilding to create an emancipated Kantian liberal state,
the liberal peacebuilding process unwittingly or otherwise often results
in illiberal division and separation.4 This paradoxically contravenes the
actual principles of liberal peacebuilding. The reasons for this lie not
just with the peace process itself but also with the liberal model employed to achieve sustainable peace. Contentious as this argument may
seem, it is based on observation of other liberal peacebuilding processes
such as those in Cambodia, Kosovo, Timor-Leste and Bosnia,5 where the
‘‘end’’ result is often division, partition and separation. These are examples of United Nations Peace Support Operations and I would suggest
that the problem is even more acute in the example of the Palestinian
and Israeli peace process, which is not under close UN guidance.
In this chapter, I shall examine the nature of the liberal peacebuilding
process in Palestine/Israel by offering a critique of the liberal peace
model. This case study, which perhaps does not sit easily in the liberal
peace debate, is an important example of the problems inherent in the
application of liberal peace. Although there is not a UN mission, I would
contend that liberal peacebuilding has been under way in Palestine/Israel
since the Oslo Accords in 1993. Despite this process, achieving lasting
peace has always seemed a distant reality and it can be argued that this
is owing to the shortcomings of the liberal peace model. I shall make a
case in this chapter that liberal peace is not necessarily failing in Palestine. Instead, I suggest that the current problems with the ongoing peace
process are actually the natural effects of the progress and implementation of the liberal peace model, which is ﬂawed. In other words, the liberal peacebuilding process is on track to achieve the aim of the liberal
peace model – a virtual liberal state. This is state-building for (re)inclusion of the ‘‘new’’ state – in whatever form that might take – into the international state system, providing an acceptable form of order and
security for those who control the liberal peacebuilding process.

Conceptual framework
The conceptual framework for the argument in this chapter is based on
the liberal peace thesis but also, more importantly (as Richmond has
identiﬁed), on the idea that there are different conceptualizations and
graduations of the liberal peace.6 My central argument is that the liberal
peace model is subverting the liberal peace process in the Middle East
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because, despite the promises of orthodox or even emancipatory peace, it
remains at best a conservative version.7 This potential outcome of conservative peace beneﬁts not only the existing political elites – the Israeli
government and the Palestinian ruling elites – but also the regional actors
and the international community, who are able to impose coercive topdown approaches to peacebuilding and development, which bear more
relation to state-building than to liberal peacebuilding.
The liberal peacebuilding process needs to be problematized because it
is often assumed to be on a linear track, at the end of which is a form of
emancipatory peace focusing on local ownership, social movements, actors and issues.8 However, the existence of emancipatory peace is particularly problematic, and in many cases illusory, because the end result of a
liberal peace process is often an emaciated and stagnant virtual liberal
state; for example, Kosovo, Timor-Leste and Bosnia. Although the arguments for these examples are explained in detail in other publications,9
the main reasons relate to:
 the inappropriateness of Western-centric approaches to state-building,
which have limited engagement – and in some cases no engagement –
with the cultural, political and socioeconomic structures of a region;
 a lack of local ownership of the peace process, particularly at the grassroots level, because conservative peace naturally supports the already
established local elites who are often part of the problem in the ﬁrst
place; and, lastly,
 the frequent inability of the international peacebuilding community to
implement the difﬁcult tasks of liberal peacebuilding, as they instead
opt to take the path of least resistance, through state-building, to
achieve some form of stabilization and regional security. This is often
termed ‘‘the art of the possible’’.
The liberal peace model becomes by default a camouﬂaged version of
the victors’ peace, where the primary objective is security, state-building
and the maintenance of the international status quo, to the clear detriment of principles of liberal peace. How compliant liberal peacebuilding
actors are in this process remains to be seen but, needless to say, creative
alternatives to notions of sovereignty, territory, legitimacy and so forth
that could help complex protracted conﬂicts ﬁnd lasting or positive peace
are not entertained in this framework. Instead the liberal peace model
is focused on state-building, state creation, international recognition,
division, borders, territory, population and other familiar components in
the mantra of realist international order and security. The tragedy of this
situation is that it promises so much to the actors in the process – especially at the human level – in the form of democracy, human rights, rule
of law and liberal economics, but often fails to deliver. This is particularly
apparent in the Palestinian–Israeli conﬂict, where the dispossessed,
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marginalized and oppressed believe that state creation is the only way to
achieve these results.
This chapter argues not only that a distinction needs to be made between state-building and liberal peacebuilding, but also that the conservative form of liberal peace needs to be recognized as the end-point for
a liberal peace process rather than a mid-point. Conservative liberal
peace – in place of the promises of universal democracy, human rights,
rule of law and economic liberalization – actually delivers exclusive forms
of these concepts that are designed for the dominant majority or politically acceptable groups who can deliver a state for potential inclusion
into the state system. Liberal states are by deﬁnition exclusive, because
they build states only for the perceived liberals and thus exclude, or often
simply ignore, others. The current exclusion of Hamas – the democratically elected government in Gaza – from the peace process illustrates
this situation. This is to the clear disadvantage of politically weaker
minorities and socioeconomically deprived individuals. However, disaffected groups are not always minorities and, like the Palestinians,
sometimes encompass an entire population or nation. It is these individuals who are neglected and suffer as the by-product of the deviancy of
liberal peace – remaining betrayed and politically and socioeconomically
marginalized.
The liberal peace model is hijacked by the concept of state-building.
Instead of an ideology for individual rights and freedoms that promises
emancipation and universal rights for all, it becomes a dogma for state
creation, security and the maintenance of the international status quo.
The liberal peace process in Palestine and Israel – as in many other
places – can thus be regarded as a Trojan horse that is concealing the
ideologically powerful hegemonic Western state security discourse. The
vast array of actors labouring on liberal peacebuilding endeavours is
unwittingly, or otherwise, doing the bidding of this ideology.
A further problem with the liberal peace model is that the principal actors in the process, in particular the Palestinians, have bought into liberal
peace and look forward to emancipation and the beneﬁts that come with
international state recognition. However, the limits of the liberal peace
model, coupled with the ‘‘art of the possible’’, imply that the liberal
peace model, for all the promises, is not actually capable of providing
this emancipatory outcome. This is something that the Israeli government
and other interested parties in a future Palestine, at the local, regional
and international level, are perhaps aware of. It seems that the only
likely outcome of this process, if the examples of Cambodia, Kosovo,
Timor-Leste, Bosnia and possibly Iraq and Afghanistan are anything
to judge by, is division and a non-state purgatory. This is a place where
the territory suffers internal division along ethnic or cultural lines, which
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is often coupled with the emergence of autonomous ethnic regions that
exist within an emaciated, ineffective and internationally unrecognizable
state. This ‘‘non-state’’ is destined to hang in international limbo with an
uncertain future, and is unable to function either economically (as a
state) or socially by satisfying the social contract and affording protection
to its people. Instead, it is dominated by the established elites, often with
extremist nationalist agendas and who actively subvert the process of
democracy. They are undeterred (or even encouraged) by the international peacebuilding community, because they provide a political class
that will stabilize the newly created region and offer a manageable security situation for the international community to quietly ignore.
This deviancy in liberal peace is certainly evident in Cambodia, Kosovo, Bosnia and Timor-Leste, and is also on track in Palestine. This is
particularly apparent given that there is a distinct lack of engagement by
the peace process with the galvanized set of core or ‘‘ﬁnal status’’ issues
that deﬁne the Palestinian–Israeli conﬂict at the human level. The ﬁnal
status issues relate principally to the future borders of the Palestinian
state (including Israeli settlements) and the right of return of Palestinian
refugees. The situation is in cold storage, which clearly does little to alleviate the socioeconomic misery of the Palestinian people.
To illustrate my argument I will begin by examining the Oslo peace
process, which, I argue, was the ﬁrst attempt to introduce the liberal
peace framework into the region. I then unpack and critically assess the
development of the liberal peace model and examine some of its components – particularly democracy, human rights and the rule of law – in
order to argue that, although these notions could provide lasting solutions to the conﬂict in the region, they are instead applied in a manner
that results in the deviancy of the liberal peace model. This deviancy creates an illiberal and virtual state held together in a condition of negative
peace, whose implications could prove as detrimental for the security of
the Israeli state as for the dream of Palestinian emancipation.

Oslo – the success of failure
The Palestinian–Israeli peace process has a history as long as the conﬂict
in this region. The date of issue of UN General Assembly Resolution 181
(the UN Plan of Partition with Economic Union) – 1947 – is a suitable
starting point for the contemporary peace process. The UN plan, created
by the international community, established the basis for the creation of
both a Jewish and an Arab state in Palestine.10 Since this date there has
been a continuous stream of UN Resolutions and international peace
initiatives relating to the Palestinian–Israeli conﬂict.11 The efforts at
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peace were based primarily on ﬁrst-generation conﬂict management
approaches, and perhaps for these reasons have been singularly unsuccessful.12 However, the Oslo Accords of 1993 represented a departure
from this approach and the ﬁrst concerted investment in the recognizable
liberal peace model by the international community. The majority of subsequent international peace initiatives, such as the Wye River Memorandum (1998), the Camp David Summit (2000), the Road Map (2002), the
Sharm el-Sheikh Summit (2005) and, most recently, the Annapolis Summit (2007), can be seen as attempts to further shore up the liberal peace
model by getting the peace process ‘‘back on track’’.
The Oslo peace process – or, ofﬁcially, the Declaration of Principles on
Interim Self-Government Arrangements (DoP) famously signed on the
White House lawn in September 1993 – grew out of the Madrid peace
conference in 1991 and months of secret discussions hosted by the Norwegian government. What distinguished it from all previous attempts at
making peace was the decision to hold face-to-face talks between the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) and Israel. It was the ﬁrst time in
recent history that the Palestinians, in the form of Yasser Arafat and the
PLO, were able to directly represent themselves as an independent party.
This development conceivably laid the foundations for the future Palestinian state.13 For this reason, as much as the actual Declaration of Principles, Oslo represented a major turning point in the Palestinian–Israeli
peace process. Prior to ofﬁcial negotiations, groundbreaking progress
was also made through mutual recognition. For this prerequisite to talks,
Arafat renounced terrorism and violence, accepted UN Security Council
Resolutions 242 and 338 as a basis for negotiation and, most signiﬁcantly,
recognized the existence of the State of Israel. In return, Yitzhak Rabin,
the Israeli prime minister, ofﬁcially recognized the PLO as the representative of the Palestinian people and expressed a willingness to negotiate
within the framework of the peace process.14
The considered political aim of the Oslo talks was to establish a limited
National Authority for Palestinian self-rule; this can be regarded as liberal state-building. Although the Accords involved particularly complicated negotiations and resulted in a complex initial agreement,15 the
clear intention was to create Palestinian autonomy, or at least a limited
form of it. It appears that all the parties acknowledged the consequences
of this, as Article I of the DoP suggests:
The aim of the Israeli-Palestinian negotiations . . . is, among other things, to establish a Palestinian Interim Self-Governing Authority . . . for the Palestinian
people in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip . . . for a transitional period . . . leading to a permanent settlement based on Security Council Resolution 242 and
338.16
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This was to be achieved in three stages. Oslo I (1993) consisted of the initial diplomacy to establish principles and strategies and a timetable for
implementation. Oslo II, or the Interim Agreement (1995),17 was to lay
the foundations for the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) and the establishment of self-rule though functioning institutional and territorial
power. Finally, Oslo III was intended as the ﬁnal stage of conﬂict termination and was designed to deal with the ‘‘real issues’’, such as the permanent status of the Occupied Territories, Jerusalem and refugees.
Needless to say, Oslo III – which had much more in common with an
emancipatory form of peace for the Palestinians and was due to begin
in May 1996 – did not happen. Despite the historic and groundbreaking
negotiations and the establishment of the PNA and a form of limited selfrule in areas of the West Bank and Gaza, the promises of the Oslo
Accords and the Declaration of Principles failed to come to fruition – to
the delight of some and the distress of others.
It is important to point out that the peace process in Palestine, supported by UN Resolutions 242 and 338, was quite different from more
direct ‘‘hands-on’’ UN peace support operations. The traditional mechanisms for peace in this region have characteristically been mediated
peace agreements, Track II negotiations, and indirect institutional engagement through international ﬁnancial institutions, international donors and international organizations such as the United Nations and the
European Union. In the period following the Oslo Accords, however,
multilevel and multidimensional peacebuilding approaches undertaken
by international organizations, state actors and NGOs were much more
in evidence. This also signiﬁes the beginning of the liberal peace process.
There is a great deal of commentary on the failure of the Oslo peace
process, most of which deals with the historical events and naturally
places the breakdown of the process in the familiar political and historical context of the ongoing cycle of conﬂict. For example, it is commonly
argued that the continuing violence, in the form of terror attacks and targeted killings and incursions, continued on both sides, as did settlement
building. As the political situation shifted,18 a second Intifada erupted in
2001. This armed insurrection led to the dissolution of the PNA and the
destruction of Arafat’s PNA compound, which in effect signalled the end
of the Oslo peace accords.19 Other arguments suggest a number of policy
reasons associated with the implementation of the agreement to account
for its failure.20
The importance of the Oslo process as a representation of the liberal
peace model seems to be that both the Palestinian and Israeli leaderships
recognized for the ﬁrst time – in public at least – the necessity to work
together to ﬁnd a mutual solution. This was contrary to both Israeli and
Palestinian claims to the land, which in the depths of their historical
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narratives were mutually exclusive and comprised the core conﬂict issue.
For this reason, Oslo represented a dual policy shift from political independence to the recognition of mutual political dependence. The main
issue became no longer whether power should be shared but rather
how and on what terms.21
However, it is the asymmetric nature of the relationship that is often
regarded as the reason for the failure of the process. The Oslo Accords
heralded the construction of a Palestinian ‘‘state’’ that was so fractured
and divided into areas of varying Israeli control that Palestinian autonomy was a fallacy and day-to-day operation would have been virtually
impossible without direct Israeli involvement. Moreover, it seems that
the asymmetric construction of the Oslo Interim Agreement itself was
designed to reﬂect the strength and existing structure of the Israeli state.
As a result it could be manipulated and ultimately destroyed by Israel as
a compromise agreement (to the obvious detriment of the Palestinians).
Lustick suggests that Israeli opponents of the Oslo process were able to
treat it not as a political framework for compromise but as a rigid legal
codex. Oslo ultimately failed because Israeli opponents of the process
made it ‘‘an array of legalistic and deﬁnitive limits for the opposing side
versus an array of loopholes and opportunities for the aggressive, adversarial exploitation of opportunities for one’s own side’’.22
The Oslo Accords also seemed to fail to deal with deeper socioeconomic issues among the Palestinians, which had been developing in the
50 years of the conﬂict. Previous peace processes had been generally
unsuccessful for just this reason because the regional Arab states had
been negotiating largely for their own agenda, not for the concerns of
the Palestinian people. However, since the ﬁrst Intifada and the withdrawal of Jordan from representing the Palestinians,23 the concerns of
the Palestinians had become the main issue and now Palestinian politicians were supposed to be negotiating for them. Clearly, the core issues
of sovereignty, territory, refugees and Jerusalem were still important,
but what the Intifada brought to the surface were the contemporary,
structural reasons for the conﬂict, such as the dire socioeconomic conditions in which the Palestinians lived. The ﬁrst Intifada represented a Palestinian grassroots human rights rebellion against the Israeli occupation –
considered the root cause of the socioeconomic problems. Nevertheless,
the Oslo Accords were no exception to the trend of top-down political
solutions that neglect the people, even if this was one negotiated by Palestinian national politicians. Oslo has been referred to as ‘‘a solution to
strategic problems and dilemmas’’ and it is uncertain ‘‘[w]hether the leaders understood and represented the fundamental interests and rights of
their people’’.24 Certainly Palestinian feeling on the Oslo Accords is not
particularly positive. It was suggested to me that Oslo could never be
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taken seriously because it was primarily a political settlement when what
was needed was a socioeconomic one.25 The ultimate Palestinian grassroots response to Oslo was the second (al-Aqsa) Intifada – a damning
condemnation of the failure of Palestinian politicians to alleviate the suffering of their own people.
Despite these problems, the Oslo Accords should be regarded as
an early attempt to introduce the liberal peace model because it laid
the foundations for the foreseeable creation of a Palestinian state. The
Accords were borne on the wave of post–Cold War optimism and the
(re)creation of a new world order that was being applied to other world
conﬂicts.26 Oslo, in the mould of An Agenda for Peace,27 encompassed a
new vision for dealing with the conﬂict (now regarded as the liberal
peace model), which by 1992 was also under way in other conﬂict regions
such as Namibia, Nicaragua, Angola, Cambodia and El Salvador. The
inﬂux of international donors and actors, and particularly NGOs, into
Palestine following the signing of the Oslo Accords is a clear example of
this new consciousness of multilevel and multidimensional liberal peacebuilding.28 The West Bank and Gaza received major investment packages through peacebuilding institutions such as the United Nations, the
European Union, the World Bank and other major state-building donors.
Indeed, donated funds were estimated to be on a huge scale. A 1993
World Bank report, Developing the Occupied Territories: An Investment
in Peace, recommended that the donor community provide technical assistance to public sector economic investments in the West Bank and
Gaza. This included transport, power, education and health and was estimated at US$1,350 million for the medium term and US$1,600 million for
the long term.29 This is consistent with the Kantian and Wilsonian notions for building liberal peace by creating peace and stability through
state formation and developing the strength of the state though socioeconomic investment.
A closer examination of the DoP reveals further elements of the liberal
peace model. Although most of the Articles are concerned with the nature of the interim self-government arrangements, there is clearly language familiar to liberal peacebuilding missions. Article III states:
In order that the Palestinian people in the West Bank and Gaza Strip may govern themselves according to democratic principles, direct, free and general political elections will be held . . . under . . . international observation.30

It is also emphasized in this Article that this development is a ‘‘preparatory step toward the realization of the legitimate rights of the Palestinian
people and their just requirements’’.31 This certainly promotes democratization and human rights. In regard to the rule of law – another pillar of
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liberal peace theory – Article VIII requires the creation of a strong police
force and empowers the interim council with legislative powers.32
Article VI calls for ‘‘promoting economic development’’ and Palestinian control of ‘‘education and culture, health, social welfare, direct taxation, and tourism’’ and Article VII calls for the promotion of economic
growth through the establishment of a Palestinian sea port, development
bank, and water and electricity authorities.33 Furthermore, Article XI
suggests ‘‘Israeli-Palestinian cooperation in economic ﬁelds’’ by ‘‘recognizing the mutual beneﬁt of cooperation’’ for development.34 Interestingly, the Annexes to the Accords place a great deal of emphasis on the
necessity for Israeli–Palestinian cooperation, particularly in the regions
of economics and development, and regional growth programmes, including social rehabilitation, business development and infrastructure.35 This
certainly reads like the UN mandates for liberal state-building in Cambodia, Kosovo or Timor-Leste, with the only major difference being the absence of an international authority to implement it.
The Oslo Accords clearly reﬂect the liberal peace model for postconﬂict state-building. Presented as a political solution and promising
peace between Israel and the current Palestinian leadership (it would
certainly guarantee continued PLO and Fatah domination in the short
term by the creation of a Palestinian National Authority), the Accords
also heralded a new era of political, economic and social accountability
for the Palestinian and Israeli leaderships. The liberal peace model introduced criteria by which the state-building project could be judged. However, as the political conditions of the Accords seem to have failed in the
short term, Oslo set new parameters by introducing a ‘‘default’’ statebuilding mechanism to the Middle East peace process, which could in
many respects be continued irrespective of the criteria of liberal peace.
The implications of this development for the security of Israel and the
form of a future Palestinian state are uncertain, but what seems clear is
that the liberal peace model that arrived in the Middle East with the
peace process laid the foundations for the creation of a Palestinian state.
What form this state is likely to take remains unclear.

The liberal peace model in Palestine and Israel
In this section, I examine how the liberal peace model exists in Israel and
Palestine both as a political concept and as a supposed tool for creating
self-sustaining peace. I shall argue that, contrary to pessimistic views of
the peace process, the liberal peace framework is actively being engaged
at the political level by all actors as a way out of the conﬂict, particularly
since the so-called ‘‘two-state’’ solution has gained in ascendancy and the
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acceptance of a Palestinian state seems almost inevitable. However, given
the limitations of the liberal peace model – its propensity for not creating
what it promises and for not satisfying its own stringent criteria – the
form that the future Palestinian state might take certainly raises a number of concerns.
The ﬁrst concern is the actual peace process itself. Like many other
processes it is monopolized by the political elites, who of course have
much to gain (and lose) from a settlement. Their agendas often clearly
neglect the people whom any future settlement is supposed to beneﬁt.
For the Palestinians, who suffer dire socioeconomic conditions, this is
very serious. Solutions to the Palestinian–Israeli conﬂict are persistently
focused at the political level because the most prominent actors in the
ofﬁcial peace process are the ‘‘established’’ political elites – who are
courted by the international peacebuilding community. Approaches to
peace directed at the individual level and engaging with political or socioeconomic rights. although tackled in some degree by NGOs at the grassroots level, are not necessarily engaged at the elite level. Instead they are
assumed to be solvable at the state level through the ‘‘ﬁnal status issues’’.
However, progress in these vital areas – via development loans and investment – is dependent on a ﬁnal status solution and requires state creation. This is perhaps a familiar criticism of the inherently inconsistent
and contradictory nature of the liberal peace framework, where references to the individual are often subsumed by the importance of the
state-building process and the creation of a state with which to defend
these rights. The obvious difﬁculty is how to protect these rights when
there is no state entity and the likelihood of state creation is low. Such a
situation is a strong possibility in Palestine.
Secondly, in both Israel and Palestine – but particularly in Israel –
there are a number of peace NGOs and ‘‘independent’’ think tanks
whose remit is to support the peace process. Although their agendas
(and staff) employ the language of liberal peace, they seem to adopt an
overtly political top-down approach to peace and advocate political solutions based on familiar state-centric notions, such as national and personal security.36 Once again, this process could be acceptable if state
creation were a real possibility or end-point, but when the consequences
of liberal peacebuilding are divided states, such as Bosnia and Kosovo,
the liberal peace model is clearly promising far more than it can deliver.
Consequently, the position of the Palestinian people – stuck in a political
no man’s land with no real protection of rights – is one of political betrayal and socioeconomic misery, and little or no chance of change.
More worryingly, other independent peacebuilding NGOs expressed
a lack of conﬁdence in the ability of Track II approaches to create incentives for peace, thus effectively undermining the grassroots process
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altogether.37 Similarly, at the governmental level there seems to be a relatively unsophisticated view of the peace process. It seems focused only
on Track I conﬂict management– which is curious, given the extent of
the literature on the development of peace processes and the experience
of missions, such as those in Bosnia, Timor-Leste and Kosovo.38 However, from the perspective of the Israeli government, this is perhaps understandable, given the natural propensity of the state government to
want to preserve its political position and closely defended state sovereignty. The passionately negative response to questions about the need
for a UN mission in Israel–Palestine certainly conﬁrms this suspicion.39
This situation raises the question of how, without a formal UN peacebuilding mission, agency can be given to NGO actors when the political
process is monopolized by power-seeking elites. Surprisingly, even the
respected human rights organization B'Tselem adopts a particularly
Israeli government view of human rights in the Palestinian regions.40
These concerns conﬁrm my suspicions that the trajectory of the liberal
peace model launched at Oslo is aiming at some form of state creation.
However, the clear neglect of grassroots political and socioeconomic
issues – liberal peace criteria – would suggest that the path is to statebuilding not necessarily to peacebuilding, particularly given the continued pursuit of the original political and zero-sum goals by the political
elites. These elites, it seems, are desperate to hold on to power at all costs
– even if it means dividing the Palestinian nation or the destruction of
Israel. The form of (Palestinian) state that will ultimately emerge from
this morass is not clear. However, I suspect that the Palestinians will become, or continue to be, a forgotten other – lost without international
status and as a politically divided and weak territory that will be reduced
and contained (by Israel) as a marginal security risk.
I shall test this theory by examining some of the individual components
of the liberal peace model (democracy, human rights and the rule of law)
in order to argue that the liberal criteria of the peace process become
deviant, and in many cases are actually ignored, in order to move the
process forward to the creation of a stable security situation. This is particularly apparent because the considered aim of liberal peace is the creation of a Palestinian state but, given the reality of the situation on the
ground with regard to settlements in the West Bank and the course of
the security wall, the so-called ‘‘two-state solution’’ – two independent
states side by side in the region – is clearly a fallacy.

Israeli democracy and governance
‘‘Israel is a liberal democracy’’ is a statement that is frequently used to
describe the political system in the country – particularly in response to
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questions about liberal peace.41 Certainly, the Israeli state functions in a
similar manner to many liberal democracies: it has a democratically
elected government and prime minister, a parliament (Knesset) with allparty representation and a separation of powers between this institution
and the President and the Supreme Court. However, the two unique (although clearly related) difﬁculties that Israel has to contend with in relation to democracy are how to separate religion from the state and the
issue of the Palestinians (both inside Israel and within the Occupied
Territories).
Israel has no written constitution, although a number of fundamental
laws exist, owing to the close relationship between Judaism and the state.
Israel in this respect refers to itself as ‘‘Jewish and democratic’’. This is
certainly the foundation of the Israeli state, but is it possible to combine
these two concepts given that by its very nature – the prerequisite of faith
– religion is exclusive? Does this statement suggest that democracy is
possible in Israel only if the people are all Jewish? It certainly casts doubt
on the status of non-Jewish ethnic groups, particularly Israeli Arabs, who
make up approximately one-ﬁfth of Israel’s population. This is often referred to as the ‘‘Jewish question’’ and has been the source of debate
over how the Jews, as an ancient religious people, should ﬁt into a modern political order such as that provided by liberal democracy. Critics of
the Jewish question suggest that national self-determination for Jews in a
state of their own can no longer be part of a morally acceptable answer.42
Tied in to this debate is the question of the Palestinians. Although this
creates another problem for democracy, it also has a serious existential
dimension for Israel. Commonly termed the ‘‘demographic question’’,43
this situation refers to the absorption of the Occupied Territories along
with approximately 3.5 million Palestinian people. For Israel, with a population of approximately 7 million that already includes about 1.4 million
Arabs, this is a serious issue.44 Although the continued occupation of the
West Bank and control of Gaza’s borders could become politically untenable for Israel, more concerning for the Jewish nation is that long-term
occupation might eventually undermine the desired homogeneity of the
Israeli state. In order to maintain its Jewish identity, Israel might need either to sacriﬁce democracy or to face destruction as the Jewish homeland.
In an unprecedented statement, the Israeli prime minister voiced this
growing concern by suggesting that, unless a two-state solution was
achieved, Israel would ‘‘face a South African-style struggle for equal voting rights, and as soon as that happens, the state of Israel is ﬁnished’’.45
It is a difﬁcult task to interpret and identify the stimulus for Israeli political activity. The Jewish state, which often appears homogeneous and
uniﬁed, is a particularly complex, diverse and fractured political community. Indeed, it might be only the conﬂict with the Palestinians and the
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wider perceived threat from the Arab world that are keeping the political
society together.46 Similarly, it is difﬁcult to assess the impact of liberal
peacebuilding on a state where liberal democracy and international law
are continually challenged by the national security situation. However,
with the apparent move towards a two-state solution by the Israeli government, are we witnessing an acceptance of the ideology of the liberal
peace model and the relinquishment of Zionism? It certainly appears
that the Israeli leadership might be abandoning the Zionist goal of a
greater Israel (which includes the Palestinian areas as the promised
land) and is concentrating on securing the territory within Israel. This is
being achieved, not just rhetorically but in actuality, through the construction of the ‘‘security fence’’.47 This is also perhaps consistent with
the disengagement plan and the unilateral withdrawal from Gaza, which
Sharon oversaw in September 2005.
In The Iron Wall, revisionist historian Avi Shlaim argues that the
Israeli Zionist policy towards the Palestinians has been based on the understanding that the Arabs would never voluntarily give up land they saw
as their own. He suggests that the Zionists always intended to employ
forcible settlement to construct a metaphorical iron wall that the Palestinians would be powerless to break down.48 With the construction of the
‘‘security fence’’, this now appears to be becoming a reality, because an
actual iron wall will now exist between the communities. Predictably
there is a great deal of debate about the purpose of the security fence.
The ofﬁcial Israeli government explanation relates to security and the
prevention of terrorism. However, the course of the wall does not follow
the 1967 Green Line and it annexes a great deal of Palestinian land (and
Palestinians), not to mention the Old City of Jerusalem. The wall debate
raises a familiar theme in Israeli policy toward the Palestinians in regard
to security and land. The wall of course conveniently provides both security and land for Israel, while it effectively emasculates the Palestinian
territory to such an extent that it will probably be unable to exist as a
functioning state. This outcome of partition is perhaps a clear illustration
of the limits of the liberal peace model, where the employed framework
is unable to reconcile different ethnic communities through democracy,
human rights and rule of law. Instead, the territory is divided into emaciated and internally divided separate states or states in waiting.
Israel is undoubtedly unique, because its claims to liberal democracy
are without doubt overshadowed and certainly corroded by the Jewish
and Palestinian questions, which include – from the Palestinian perspective of course – the continued military occupation of Palestinian lands
(pre- or post-1967). Emphasis on democratic reform is also persistently
focused on the Palestinian leadership, particularly by Israel and the
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United States, often as a precondition for negotiation in the peace process. However, questions relating to democracy and governance in the
liberal peacebuilding process should also be asked of Israel, whose claims
to democracy seem, in the current circumstances, somewhat debatable.
Nevertheless, it certainly might seem that Israel is using the discourse of
liberal peace as a realistic replacement for ‘‘greater Israel’’ (Eretz Yisrael) and to ensure the survival of the Jewish state. A walled division
would clearly satisfy the democratic, demographic and Palestinian problems in Israel. Once again though, it remains to be seen in what condition
this de facto division would leave Palestine. However, the example of
Gaza after the Israeli disengagement is a precedent, and the prognosis is
thus not good.

Palestinian selective democracy
Democratic governance in the Palestinian Territories is dictated by two
main factors – the role of Israel as the occupying power in the region
and the political and cultural system of the Palestinian Arabs – both of
which seem to result in a form of ‘‘selective democracy’’.49 The role of
Israel should certainly not be underestimated. By employing its disproportionate strength, the Israeli government is able to dominate and control socioeconomic conditions in the West Bank and Gaza; this, of course,
greatly inﬂuences the political situation. This has been particularly apparent following the success of Hamas in the Palestinian Legislative Council
elections in January 2006. Since then, the Israelis have led an international boycott of the Hamas government, withheld tens of millions of dollars in vital tax revenues50 and closed the border to trade and commerce.
Unsurprisingly, this has greatly exacerbated the already dire socioeconomic situation of the Palestinian people in Gaza and arguably triggered
the sociopolitical implosion and civil war between Hamas and Fatah,
which led to Hamas taking complete control of Gaza.
Israel is also able to use its immense military strength (in comparison
with the Palestinians) to kill those whom it regards as unacceptable
Palestinian group leaders, politicians and individuals51 and also to – quite
literally – demolish the Palestinian government. This it did in September
2002 by destroying almost the entire infrastructure of the ﬂedgling Palestinian National Authority, including Arafat’s compound. This asymmetry
affects Palestinian domestic political affairs and is not unnoticed by the
international community. It certainly affects the sustainability of liberal
peace, as the Palestine Human Development Report 2004 suggested:
‘‘each time the Palestinians come close to achieving any level of institutional empowerment and democratic governance, it is expected that the
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Israeli occupation forces will redouble their efforts to destabilize Palestinian society.’’52
It is particularly vexing therefore that, despite recognition of this problem, there is a distinct lack of support from the international community.
For example, following the parliamentary elections that resulted in Hamas winning 76 of the 132 seats in the chamber (the ruling Fatah party
won only 43 seats), the response of the international peacebuilding community was quite the reverse of what it perhaps should have been for the
democratic process, particularly when an election with 77 per cent electoral participation unseated the established ruling elites. Instead of upholding the result, the international community (particularly the United
States and Europe) condemned the election results as a disaster for the
region. The paradoxical nature of the situation was clearly illustrated by
the British prime minister, Tony Blair, who stated: ‘‘I think it is important for Hamas to understand that there comes a point and the point is
now . . . where they have to decide between a path of democracy or a
path of violence.’’53
What signal does this type of event send to this region (and others),
where the international peacebuilding community places so much emphasis on the democratic process yet fails to support it when the outcome is
not to its liking? Or perhaps this is just indicative of the deviancy of liberal peace, which operates by supporting only ‘‘liberal’’ others. Perhaps
we should not be surprised by such contradictions, given that the phenomenon of allowing the local people to elect the ‘‘wrong’’ leadership
has actually been termed ‘‘illiberal democracy’’.54
Yet Palestinian democratic governance to date has not been free of
criticism, owing perhaps to the existing political, cultural and religious
system. According to the Palestine Human Development Report 2004,
the current political system in Palestine is a barrier to the development
of democracy, which in turn inﬂuences the social and economic situation.
It suggests the need for ‘‘[d]emocratization of all aspects of political
life within a pluralistic system that includes rotation of power and leadership . . . separation of powers, conducting periodic elections that prevent monopoly over power, revamping of political institutions and
structures’’.55
This is illustrated by the incumbent Palestinian (Fatah) elites, whose
claim to the political leadership of the Palestinian people is without a
democratic mandate. This runs counter to the principle in the provisional
constitution (March 2003) that the leadership will engage with the notions of the liberal peace model. Article 8 states:
The Palestinian political system shall be a parliamentarian representative democracy based on political pluralism. The rights and liberties of all citizens
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shall be respected, including the right to form political parties and engage in
political activity without discrimination on the basis of political opinions, sex,
or religion.56

It is difﬁcult to judge how far this constitution is co-opting the international peacebuilding community’s peacebuilding programme57 in order
to placate both the radicalized Palestinian public and the liberal democratic international peacebuilding community and to consolidate power
for Fatah. But the Palestine Human Development Report 2004 suggested,
somewhat contrary to the requirements of the 2003 constitution, that
the traditional structure of the Palestinian political system ‘‘is based on
an alliance of political elites, security apparatuses and traditional social
structures and on a network of relations of loyalty and personal and
interest-oriented connections with people in power at all levels’’.58
Although these criticisms are clearly not culturally sensitive and obviously insinuate endemic and widespread corruption, they exhibit the classic liberal peace framework approach to state-building – a complete
failure to engage with the local cultural-political systems and instead
looking to replace them from above with Western patterns of liberal democracy. Needless to say, the democratic elections in Gaza that were
supposed to enact Western democracy returned a Hamas government.
Not only was this a shock to the sensibilities of the international liberal
peacebuilders but it demonstrated clearly that democracy was replicating,
not replacing, the already existing form of political system and predictably led to a zero-sum power struggle. This is an all too common occurrence when democracy is applied to a traditionally autocratic system of
governance based on patronage and clientelism, such as in Cambodia or
Timor-Leste.59
It would seem that the international peacebuilders are struggling to reform the Palestinian political system to ﬁt the democratic model. Perhaps
it is a misguided assumption that concern for the rights of the individual
(in the liberal peace framework) is shared by the incumbent Palestinian
political elite, because it seems they have no desire to relinquish, share
or, indeed, devolve political power. A revealing interview with a former
Fatah Legislative Council member suggests that democracy is a difﬁcult
concept to apply to the Palestinian National Council; instead he suggests
that a form of ‘‘interior democracy’’ exists.60 The attempt to introduce
democratic reform is not helped by the absence of a UN mission or Ofﬁce
of the High Representative that could institute constitutional change. But
even when the United Nations has had direct involvement in the local
political system, as seen in Cambodia or Timor-Leste, a similar situation
of ‘‘democracy’’ replicating the existing power structure has occurred.61
As the Palestine Human Development Report 2004 depressingly points
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out, ‘‘[t]he incentive to create institutions designed to empower society
remain [sic] weak and efforts to modernize Palestinian life are symbolic
and/or superﬁcial’’.62
There is little doubt that liberal democratic recommendations for democracy and representative government are applicable to the Palestinian
political system and are voiced not just by the international community
but by many Palestinians themselves, who see their national leadership
as corrupt, undemocratic and unrepresentative. Indeed, the second (alAqsa) Intifada, which effectively ended the Oslo peace process and led
to the physical destruction by Israeli forces of the PNA, can be regarded
as a reaction not just against Israel and the failings of the peace process
but also against the perceived corruption and ineffectiveness of Arafat
and the Fatah leadership – at both national and local level – in dealing
with the socioeconomic conditions in the Occupied Territories. Furthermore, the success of Hamas as a grassroots sociopolitical movement is
also indicative of the weariness of the Palestinian public with the corrupt
and ineffective old guard Fatah regime. How far the leadership of Hamas
will replicate this oppressive and autocratic regime remains to be seen,
but if the Fanonian maxim of the oppressed becoming the oppressor63 is
to be believed, then the results so far in government in Gaza do not look
encouraging for the Palestinian people.
However, the serious division between the West Bank and Gaza and
the apparent failings of the liberal peace framework could be part of
the deviancy of the liberal peace model. The promise of a ‘‘state’’ built
with Israeli acquiescence and international assistance is obviously attractive to Mahmoud Abbas and Fatah, which controls the West Bank and
claims to represent the Palestinians. Yet this is a state without Gaza. It
is nevertheless an option that Fatah, which is supported by all the actors
in the peace process, is now considering and this serves only to further
weaken both the Palestinians as a political entity and increasingly the
chances of a workable state. Fatah is attractive both to the international
peacebuilding community as representing ‘‘liberal Palestinians’’ because
it employs the language of the liberal peace model, and to the Israelis,
who can further divide and weaken the Palestinians by supporting Fatah.
Fatah in turn is probably subverting the liberal peace framework to reinforce its own position of control over the emerging Palestinian state –
the reluctance to engage in dialogue with Hamas is perhaps indicative of
this. Conversely, Hamas in Gaza is the ‘‘unacceptable other’’ in the liberal
peace model. It is an example of a politically legitimate group that is electorally mandated to represent its people but, owing to its political orientation, is not recognized by the liberal peace model, or indeed the
international peacebuilding community, and is therefore sidelined and
ignored. Ironically, Hamas is a grassroots Palestinian organization with
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deep socioeconomic roots that has widespread support owing to its attempts to engage with social and welfare issues – an area neglected by
the elite-level Fatah and indeed by many of the international peacebuilders. Further neglect, marginalization and economic persecution of the
Palestinian people in Gaza is not only mystifying on the part of Fatah,
but also misguided on the part of the Israelis and the international peacebuilding community because it can only serve to further deepen support
for Hamas. Once again, the liberal peace model in Palestine, as in Bosnia
and Kosovo, has mutated into deviancy. This deviant strain of the liberal
peace model not only fails to heal divisions among people but also paradoxically reinforces them.

Human rights and the rule of law
Unsurprisingly, Israel does not fare very well against the liberal peace
criteria of human rights, primarily owing to the conﬂict with the Palestinians. A report in 2006 by the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of
human rights in the Palestinian territories was particularly scathing about
Israeli violations of human rights and international humanitarian law and
found a litany of abuses. These included military incursions, the destruction of civilian infrastructure, the levelling of agricultural land and high
civilian deaths. The report also focused on the economic sanctions in
Gaza, which have led to 70 per cent unemployment and to over 80 per
cent of the population living below the ofﬁcial poverty line.64 Indeed,
the siege of Gaza is considered a form of collective punishment in violation of the Fourth Geneva Convention of 12 August 1949, and the indiscriminate use of military power against civilians and civilian targets
amounts to serious war crimes.65 The report also highlights the continued
construction of settlements in the West Bank and East Jerusalem, Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails, targeted assassinations and the daily discrimination and injustice against Palestinian civilians. More recently,
there has arisen the possibility of an international indictment against
Israel for war crimes against civilians following the Israeli invasion of
Gaza in January 2009.
It is apparent that, despite the human rights criteria contained in the
liberal peace framework and the support for these from the international
community, they are clearly impossible to enforce and moreover are subservient to state interests and perhaps international politics. The continued appeasement of Israel by the international community, and in
particular by the United States, is seriously undermining the credibility
of the liberal peace framework as a universal model for peace and is
instead causing it to deviate into a form of Western ideological control. This clear inconsistency between the theory of liberal peace and the
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deviancy caused by its practical application, particularly when revealing a
dark ideological component, has serious implications for peacebuilding,
as the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in the Palestinian territories points out:
The Occupied Palestinian Territory is the only instance of a developing country that is denied the right of self-determination and oppressed by a Westernafﬁliated State. The apparent failure of Western States to take steps to bring
such a situation to an end places the future of the international protection of
human rights in jeopardy as developing nations begin to question the commitment of Western States to human rights.66

Because of the unique ethnic nature of the Israeli state, it has internal
human rights issues relating to the representation of ethnic groups. Although ethnic minorities, particularly Arab-Israelis, are certainly represented in the Knesset, human rights questions arise in reference to the
exclusive nature of Zionism and Jewish nationalism, and indeed the function of the Israeli state as a national homeland for Jewish people. Certainly, the symbols of state such as the Israeli ﬂag, emblem, anthem and
coinage seem to allow little space for any other minorities to be included
– ethnic, religious or otherwise. Furthermore, if individuals of another
nationality wish to become Israeli citizens (and receive full citizenship
rights) they are required to relinquish their former nationality. This is
perhaps not an unusual requirement in many democracies, but what are
the implications for those who are not Jewish? Needless to say, for this
reason, many Arab-Israelis choose to reject citizenship and remain Palestinian by nationality; this affords them few rights in Israel and gives them
the status of a refugee. As a result, many are treated as second-class
citizens.67
As I have argued, the deviant liberal peace model is compliant with
this outcome because it is a state discourse and naturally supports recognized and established international states and in particular the dominant
human rights model, in this case the Western version. However, alternative forms, such as the Palestinian process of human rights and rule of
law in the West Bank and Gaza, do not ﬁt the Western liberal peace
model either, as the Palestine Human Development Report 2004 suggests:
The system of personal alliances is accompanied by a host of illegal practices,
such as bribes, corruption and various means of bypassing or disregarding the
rule of law. In spite of a nominal level of pluralism in this system, features of
authoritarianism are still present.68

Furthermore, the historical and cultural legacy of Jewish human rights
is particularly sensitive, and was perhaps the reason for the creation of
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the state of Israel in 1948. Nevertheless, the point remains that the deviancy of the liberal peace model, as a Western state discourse, is clearly
inconsistent in relation to minorities or non-Western cultures. Conversely, when employed in support of a Western dominant version, it
serves to reinforce the status quo (despite the obvious contradictions) by
marginalizing alternative voices, minorities and ‘‘others’’, an outcome
that the liberal peace discourse is probably designed to have.

Conclusion
Paradoxically, the liberal peace model is working well in the Palestinian–
Israeli conﬂict. It is supporting Israel as a liberal democratic state while
attempting to create a liberal democratic state in Palestine. This, however, is the irony of the liberal peace model; it is used to create a deviant
liberal peace. Clearly, as I have argued above, democracy, human rights
and the rule of law are far from universally apparent. Israel is not an
inclusive democratic state and the Palestinian National Authority can
hardly function as a political entity. Furthermore, the application of human rights and the rule of law is at best inconsistent and at worst ineffective. The current process of division, particularly by means of the security
fence, is the best that can be achieved through the liberal peace model
because the model is continually (ab)used to create a conservative liberal
peace through the rhetoric of state-building. This will ensure the security
of Israel and the creation of some form of (inadequate and emaciated)
Palestinian state, which might also be divided between the West Bank
and Gaza – which further suits Israeli security requirements. The only
peace that this model can be used to achieve in the short term in Palestine and Israel is a negative peace, one that is held in place by security,
division and hard power.
Although I suggest that this conclusion is particular to this conﬂict, it
does not necessarily exclude its relevance to other peace processes that
have employed the liberal peace model. Nevertheless, in the Palestinian–
Israeli conﬂict, given the asymmetry of the relationship between Israel
and Palestine and Israel’s obvious advantage as an advanced Western
‘‘liberal’’ state, supported, in particular, by the United States, it is little
wonder that the possibility of a Palestinian state is becoming even more
remote. The likelihood of a two-state solution, even though distant, could
be a positive development for the region, but it has to be accepted that
on the current trajectory this will be no more than a virtual state,
one that will hardly meet the criteria of the liberal peace model. This
would, of course, be a security advantage for Israel, but it would be of
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little beneﬁt to the Palestinian people. This situation clearly demonstrates
the deviancy of liberal peace – negative peace through division and
exclusivity.
The reality of these limits of liberal peace, coupled with the immense
difﬁculty of this particular conﬂict and the ‘‘art of the possible’’, means
that this framework is repeatedly employed to support existing states
and state-building. It is often unable, and perhaps unwilling, to deal with
the problematical features of true liberal peace because this would mean
sorting out difﬁcult core conﬂict issues as well as socioeconomic problems. It would also mean engaging with alternatives to the hard state system discourses of sovereignty and legitimacy. Instead, it is easier to
support Western-centric solutions that uphold the status quo and build
walls to isolate perceived security issues. In these circumstances, the projected future for a functioning Palestinian state is gloomy. The most
likely outcome, particularly since the Palestinians are potentially divided
between the West Bank and Gaza, is a weak and divided territory that is
controlled by Israel but is ‘‘on track’’ to statehood. The reality is that this
territory will remain indeﬁnitely in international limbo as ‘‘talks progress’’, because the international community, and indeed local and
regional actors, are unable (and unwilling) to grant state accession, particularly given the conditionality of the liberal peace model. The likely
result is continued conﬂict and further suffering for the Palestinians and
Israelis.

Beyond liberal peace
The liberal peace thesis is frequently hijacked by Western state-builders,
not simply because it is a ﬂawed and unrealistic process for achieving sustainable positive peace but also because it is a convenient discourse for
supporting the state-building of preferred ‘‘liberal’’ actors. It is an opportune theory that provides liberal criteria that can be used to exclude the
‘‘illiberal’’ other. So what is the future for the liberal peace in Palestine
and Israel? The distant hope is for a peace process that brings a model
more suited to dealing with the political, social, economic and cultural
idiosyncrasies of this region – one that moves away from Western, realist
and security assumptions about the international system and might, for
example, entertain notions of joint or shared sovereignty over the Holy
Land.
But what is the future for the liberal peace thesis? Certainly the liberal
peace thesis is very attractive for rebuilding post-conﬂict societies and, as
I have suggested, can be easily hijacked by state-builders. As an academic process put into practice it certainly needs to be problematized
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because the notion of emancipatory peace, focusing on local ownership,
social movements, actors and issues, which the conﬂict actors – the Palestinians in particular – expect, is clearly illusory. How far the true
principles of liberal peace can be applied to non-Western conﬂict zones
is also problematic, particularly because they are so often forsaken for
the quick-ﬁx solution of state-building and ultimately conservative liberal
peace. Whether there is a future for the liberal peace thesis remains to be
seen, but, given the number of attempts to introduce the process that
have ended with malformed virtual states, and judging by the trajectory
of the Middle East process, the search for alternative models for creating
sustainable peace surely needs to get under way.
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14
Liberal interventions, illiberal
outcomes: The United Nations,
Western powers and Lebanon
Marie-Joëlle Zahar

At the turn of the twenty-ﬁrst century Lebanon seemed, in many respects, to have beaten the odds. In spite of unresolved internal and
regional tensions, the country was experiencing a renaissance. Economically, the World Bank moved it out of the category of post-conﬂict assistance recipients. Politically, the summer of 2000 witnessed heated and
open political debate of the sort usually associated with deepening liberalization. All of this happened as Israel withdrew from the southern ‘‘security belt’’ that it had occupied since the early 1980s in spite of United
Nations Security Council (UNSC) Resolution 425.1
A decade later, all had changed. After the assassination of former
prime minister Raﬁc Hariri on 14 February 2005, and in spite of the withdrawal of Syrian troops from Lebanon in April of that same year, the
country was in the throes of the most serious political crisis since independence, and the spectre of political destabilization continued to loom
over it. The Israel–Hezbollah war in the summer of 2006 all but erased
the economic progress achieved in the 15 years since the Taif Accord,
which ended the civil war.
What explains this seemingly stark reversal of fortunes and what
role have foreign (mostly Western) liberal interventions played in this
state of affairs? This chapter argues that liberal interventions are partly
responsible for a number of illiberal outcomes that observers of Lebanese politics now deplore. I begin by situating liberal interventions –
notably French and US foreign policy towards Lebanon and UN Security
Council Resolutions – in the broader context of Western involvement in
New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2
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the post-conﬂict reconstruction of the country. Next, I elucidate the reasons behind heightened French and US interest in Lebanese politics in
the early 2000s and discuss the nature of what I call liberal interventions.
I document the impacts, intended and unintended, of these interventions
on Lebanese politics. I show that, on the whole, they have resulted in a
reversal of the limited liberal progress witnessed around the turn of the
century. In conclusion, I reﬂect on the current state of affairs in Lebanon
and draw tentative lessons about the parameters under which liberal interventions are likely to have illiberal outcomes.

Post-Taif Lebanon: Prioritizing stability at the expense of
democracy
Since the early 1990s countries coming out of civil wars have been the
theatre of liberal peacebuilding and post-conﬂict reconstruction missions.
Unlike traditional peacekeeping missions, these are operations where
‘‘the presence of foreign military troops [is] used by outsiders to control
political outcomes’’.2 The objectives are certainly laudable: ‘‘to create
stable, tolerant, more liberal and democratic regimes out of the wreckage
of war-torn societies’’.3 In this, Lebanon’s experience clearly stands out.
The signing of peace in Taif, Saudi Arabia, although it ended the Lebanese civil war, did not usher in a peacebuilding operation. Instead, Syria
was granted custodianship of the Lebanese peace process, which had
both positive and negative consequences for the development of postwar politics in Lebanon. It also provided a different set of opportunities
and constraints for Western powers seeking to pursue a liberal agenda in
the country.

Putting the accent on stability: Syria’s custodianship of post-war
Lebanon
Syria’s presence in Lebanon, as with the presence of UN peacebuilding
and post-conﬂict reconstruction missions in various places around the
world, was a means for Damascus to control political outcomes. However, unlike most UN operations, the objective was not to nurture a liberal democratic regime. The Syrian military presence in Lebanon, which
dates back to 1976, has always aimed to prevent Lebanese instability
from undermining Syrian domestic and regional politics. ‘‘An unstable
Lebanon poses two kinds of threats to Syria. It can harbor political
movements hostile to the Asad regime. It can also become a security liability in the conﬂict with Israel.’’4 Syria’s priorities have profoundly
shaped the Lebanese political ﬁeld. Its decision to treat the Taif Accord
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as a menu for choice5 gave tremendous elasticity to the notion of
‘‘rules of the game’’. Syria’s paramount interest in stability translated
into the willingness to use coercion, when necessary, to achieve speciﬁc
outcomes.
From 1991 until 2005, the behaviour of Syria and its Lebanese political
allies was not bound by the rules of the game negotiated at Taif. Instead,
these rules were twisted and discarded in the name of political expediency. There is a plethora of analyses documenting and bemoaning this
behaviour.6 Rather than launch into yet another examination of the record of implementation of the Taif Accord (or lack thereof), I illustrate
this contention by drawing upon the most egregious example of ruletwisting and adaptation: the saga of Lebanon’s post-war electoral law.
The Taif Accord set out two objectives for post-war parliamentary
elections: to ensure mutual peaceful coexistence between the different
confessional groups in the country (al-’aysh al-mushtarak) and to guarantee that each group be properly represented politically (sihhat al-tamthil
al-siyasi).7 Rather than design and adopt a law to this effect, each postwar electoral contest held under Syria’s custodianship – 1992, 1996 and
2000 – was organized according to a new permutation of the electoral
law. The law was designed and redesigned with an eye on ‘‘constraining, and at times eliminating, the political opportunities and choices of
the Christian communities [the main opponents to Syria’s custodianship
of the Taif Accord]’’.8 The tinkering involved gerrymandering of electoral districts as well as the careful geographical allocation of new
seats (in the 1992 version) to areas with strong Syrian inﬂuence and support.9 The birth of the 2000 electoral law speaks volumes about Syria’s
involvement in this state of affairs. Prime Minister Salim al Huss had
been lobbying his fellow cabinet members to introduce a mixed-member
proportional system when a ready-made law was presented to cabinet for
endorsement. ‘‘It was common knowledge’’, Huss wrote, ‘‘that Brigadier
Jamil el-Sayyid . . . played a role in producing this draft law in coordination with the Syrian authorities at ‘Anjar’.’’10
The electoral law is a particularly telling illustration of a more general
trend. In its attempt to achieve stability, Syria employed a classic divide
and rule strategy. Syria’s Lebanese allies took advantage of Damascus’s
priorities to settle accounts, eliminate rivals and attempt to secure a monopoly of representation within their communities. This has hindered the
institutionalization of democratic practices and procedures. Instead, it
deepened the sectarianization and personalization of the political system.
Not only did Syria change the rules of the game to its advantage, it did
not hesitate to use heavy-handed tactics in its attempt to impose a certain
kind of stability on post-war Lebanon. The implementation of the Taif
Accord under Syrian auspices resulted in a sustained and historically un-
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paralleled expansion in the role of the armed forces and the courts in
quelling expressions of political dissent in Lebanon. The brief and brutal
military operation that ousted General Michel ’Awn – then interim prime
minister and a major opponent of the Taif Accord – from power in October 1990 illustrates Syria’s willingness to use force in its search for stability.11 ‘‘Between 1991 and 1994, hundreds of pro-’Awn activists were
detained and interrogated, often incurring in the process severe exactions
including instances of physical torture.’’12 In 1994, the other major political force critical of Syria’s implementation of the Taif Accord, the Christian Lebanese Forces, experienced a similar fate. The party was banned,
its assets were seized and its leader, Samir Ja’ja’, stood trial for ‘‘crimes
against external state security’’. From 1994 to 2005, restrictions on the expression of political dissent included bans on demonstrations, the harassment and detention of hundreds of student and other activists loyal to
either ’Awn or Ja’ja’, and the increasing muzzling of the press.
Increasingly the Lebanese judiciary was embroiled in politics. Military
courts frequently tried political opponents of the regime amidst concerns
about repeated violations of the Lebanese Code of Criminal Procedures
and the provisions of the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights.13 The Justice Council, Lebanon’s highest criminal court, tried a
number of high-proﬁle cases involving prominent members of the Lebanese Forces. The Council’s ‘‘proceedings have come under severe
criticisms, especially as relates to torture and ill treatment during pre-trial
interrogations, access of defendants to lawyers, and nature of the evidence mustered in support of the prosecution’s case’’.14 Shortly after retiring in 2002, the Head of the Higher Council of the Magistrature, Chief
Justice Nasri Lahoud, stated that ‘‘the independence of the judiciary in
Lebanon is a mere illusion since the latter is no more than another administration open to the interference of politicians’’.15 This followed a
parliamentary session during which ministers, including the prime minister, admitted that interference with the work of the judiciary was commonplace. Minister Walid Jumblatt went as far as to say: ‘‘Most judges
have their intelligence patrons, Lebanon or non-Lebanese. Intelligence
ofﬁcers intervene, a telephone call . . . this is justice.’’16
Writing in 1997, Volker Perthes summarized the situation as follows:
[T]he government is no longer an empty shell. . . . It is, rather, a tough regime. . . . This regime does not allow opposition to the current distribution of
power nor to Syria’s involvement in Lebanon. The authoritarian tendencies of
the present regime are apparent. The constitution was manipulated to allow an
extension of President Hrawi’s term, the electoral law of 1996 was tailored to
ensure political ‘‘stability’’ and the military has been put in charge of maintaining public order. Public demonstrations have been banned since 1994 and
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numerous people suspected of connections to opposition groups have been arrested . . . All of these actions have been understood as attempts to intimidate
potential and real political opposition.17

Syria did ensure stability in post-war Lebanon but this came at a price.
Instead of establishing ‘‘rules of the game’’ and allowing these rules to
shape political life, Syria and its allies tailored and twisted rules to ﬁt
their particular political agendas. They did not hesitate to use coercion
in the process.

When too much custodianship backﬁres
Although Syria sought and managed to harass and muzzle the opposition,
it did not seek systematically to exclude foreign players from the Lebanese
political scene. In fact, its economic interests in Lebanon, the secondmost important driver of Syria’s presence in-country, required the participation of other external actors in the reconstruction process.
Syria had a clear interest in maintaining and fostering the reconstruction of Lebanon’s liberal economy because this provided Damascus with
convenient access to resources not available in its own socialist system.
Syrian labourers have generated somewhere between US$1 million and
US$3 million in revenues through access to the Lebanese job market.18
The Syrian army also beneﬁted from control of the major smuggling operations that most observers agree to have been ongoing on Syria’s military watch. The personal enrichment of soldiers and ofﬁcers allowed
Syria to neutralize dissent within the army, a potential source of threat
to the regime. All in all, it is estimated that Syria’s presence in Lebanon
provided net gains to the regime.19
This Syrian interest in Lebanon’s reconstruction is part and parcel of
the explanation for the longevity of Raﬁc Hariri’s tenure as Lebanon’s
post-war prime minister.20 Hariri’s involvement in Lebanese politics has
been documented at length.21 His liberal vision for Lebanon’s economic
recovery privileged the reconstruction of the country’s devastated infrastructure and its restoration to its former status as a regional economic
hub. Given the extent of the war-related devastation, massive investments were required for this vision to come about.22 More than 20 bilateral and multilateral donors contributed to the reconstruction and
economic development of post-war Lebanon, of whom ‘‘seven external
ﬁnanciers together represent three-quarters of the total’’.23 Reconstruction thus provided an opportunity for countries and international ﬁnancial institutions with a different agenda than Damascus to gain a foothold
in Lebanon.
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In comparative perspective, Lebanon’s post-conﬂict reconstruction was
something of an ‘‘economic miracle’’. Between 1990 and 1995, GDP
quadrupled from US$2.84 billion to US$11.0 billion, and it reached
US$16.0 billion in 2003.24 However, the process was marred by corruption, which ‘‘irreparably damaged the political, administrative and economic institutions in the absence of the rule of law and of a civil society
capable of facing up to a self-interested political elite’’.25 It also overwhelmed Lebanon with serious international debt.
By 2000, Lebanon had made important strides in its reconstruction efforts and
in restoring basic services. However, the overall ﬁscal deﬁcit had deteriorated
sharply (to 24 per cent of GDP) and interest payments on public debt increased
substantially (to 17 per cent of GDP in 2000); Lebanon’s public debt continued
to increase, snowballing to 175 per cent of GDP by end-2005.26

Concerns about corruption, bureaucratic inefﬁciency and the debt issue
became the main channels through which foreign donors expressed unease at the politics of Lebanon and their impact on the reconstruction
process. Following the Paris I (February 2001) and Paris II (November
2002) international donor conferences, Lebanon’s main (Western) creditors demanded that the country implement economic reforms to reverse
the macroeconomic and ﬁnancial imbalances that plagued the Lebanese
economy. The liberal-minded exigencies of the donors – privatization,
structural reform of the administration and improvement of the investment climate – contributed to putting the Lebanese government on a collision course with Damascus because some of the reforms threatened
proﬁtable though shady business deals tying the interests of Syria’s elites.
This happened at a time when local, regional and international developments put Syria on its own collision course with the West. The convergence of increased donor interest in the politics of Lebanon and
Western interest in the politics of Syria would set the stage for the liberal
intervention.

Winds of change: Lebanon, Syria and the West, 2000–2004
The economic developments outlined above might have resulted in the
implementation of a structural adjustment programme of the sort adopted
in developing countries afﬂicted by a large public debt and pressed by
their creditors to clean up their ﬁnances. Instead, they paved the way
to a liberal intervention ushered in by the United States and France
and backed by the United Nations. In this section, I establish the role
played by local, regional and international developments in magnifying
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MARIE-JOËLLE ZAHAR

and linking two collision courses: that between Lebanon and Syria and
that between Syria and the West. In particular, I highlight developments
prompted by Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon in 2000, by the death of
Haﬁz al-Assad in Syria in the same year, and by the consequences for
Syria’s standing in Lebanon and relations with the West of the events of
11 September 2001.
In April 2000, Israel unexpectedly announced its decision to withdraw
its troops from southern Lebanon, 22 years after its ﬁrst military incursion into Lebanese territory. The Israeli withdrawal ended on 24 May.
Two weeks later, on 10 June, Syria’s leader, Haﬁz al-Assad, passed
away. The conjunction of these two events provided Lebanese opponents
of Syria’s presence in the country with a golden opportunity to press for
Syria’s withdrawal from Lebanon. Demands to this effect were voiced
by traditional opponents of Syria’s custodianship but equally by Syrian
allies.27 In September, a meeting of Maronite bishops demanded the
redeployment of Syrian forces as a prelude to their withdrawal from Lebanon, without which, they claimed, the country was heading towards
‘‘dismemberment and [in danger of] withering away’’.28 In parliament,
Progressive Socialist Party leader Walid Jumblatt, a long-time Syrian ally,
openly criticized the intrusion of the state’s intelligence services into
political life and demanded the institutionalization of Syrian–Lebanese
security cooperation. ‘‘Since the assassination of Kamal Jumblatt on
March 16th, 1977, this was the ﬁrst time that a Muslim politician dared
take a stance on the issue of Syria’s military presence and demand the
redeployment of Syrian forces.’’29 Instead, the new Syrian president,
Bashar al-Assad, strengthened his alliance with the cadres of Lebanon’s
security and military apparatuses.30 In February 2001, Assad afﬁrmed
that Syria had no plans to withdraw from Lebanon before regional peace
was achieved. For the next two years, and although the opposition
achieved electoral gains, its supporters repeatedly clashed with internal
security forces.
Another collision course was simultaneously shaping up between Syria
and the West, principally the United States. Since the 11 September 2001
terrorist attacks, relations between Damascus and Washington had
grown increasingly tense. Though Syria’s custodianship of Lebanon was
but one of the ﬂashpoints in the relationship, it would become the focus
of US efforts to contain the Syrian regime. In its Patterns of Global Terrorism 2002 report, the US Department of State listed Syria as one of
seven states supporting terrorism.31 In keeping with the report’s recommendation to isolate and apply pressure on states that sponsor terrorism,
the US Congress voted the Syria Accountability Act on 15 October 2003,
paving the way for economic and diplomatic sanctions. In May 2004,
President Bush signed an Executive Order implementing the Syria Ac-
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countability Act. Simultaneously, the United States urged its European
Union allies to make an EU–Syria partnership agreement conditional
on a Syrian commitment to abandon its weapons of mass destruction
programmes.
Christian opposition leaders must be credited for helping link the two
collision paths. During a visit to the United States in March 2001, Maronite Patriarch Nasrallah Sfeir denounced Syria’s hegemony in Lebanon
at a meeting with Senators and Congressmen. In September 2003, thenexiled General Michel ’Awn testiﬁed in front of a sub-committee of Congress entrusted with discussing the Syria Accountability Act. Pro-Syrian
Lebanese politicians also provided inadvertent help. President Emile Lahoud’s staunch and unwavering support for Hezbollah when the party
found itself on the US list of terrorist groups following the events of 9/11
created further occasions for conﬂict. In November 2001, Prime Minister
Raﬁc Hariri publicly rescinded the decision of the governor of the Lebanese Central Bank, who refused to freeze the assets of Hezbollah in Lebanon. This also focused international attention on Lebanon. In October
2002, one month ahead of the Paris II international donor conference in
support of Lebanon, the US Congress froze US$10 million of aid to signal its disapproval of the government’s position on Hezbollah.
When, in summer 2004, Syria forced the reinstatement of President Lahoud for another term in ofﬁce against the wishes of many Lebanese and
in violation of the Lebanese constitution (handily amended to this effect),
domestic and international opposition to Syria converged, providing the
perfect entry point for what I describe below as a liberal intervention in
Lebanon.

A liberal intervention, illiberal outcomes? The UN, the
West and Lebanon, 2004–2008
The liberal intervention in Lebanese politics stands out because it does
not ﬁt the standard deﬁnition of a peacebuilding mission, where the presence of foreign military troops is used by outsiders to inﬂuence political
outcomes. The main protagonists – the United Nations, the United States
and France – did not dispatch troops to the country, although they used
the presence in Lebanon of Syrian troops as a justiﬁcation for their political and economic intervention, whose objective was indeed to control
political outcomes. In what follows, I sketch the contours of the liberal
intervention and justify my use of the term to describe Western policies
in Lebanon since 2004. I then identify and discuss several outcomes of
this intervention. Because liberal interventions aim to create ‘‘stable, tolerant, more liberal and democratic regimes’’, I assess the outcomes of the
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Western intervention in Lebanon accordingly. I ask whether this liberal
meddling in Lebanese politics has stabilized the country or destabilized
it further, whether it has increased or decreased tolerance at the societal
level, and whether it has fostered the liberal and democratic functioning
of politics.

Beyond Resolution 1559: The logics and objectives of Western
intervention in Lebanon
On 2 September 2004, a joint US–French effort led to the adoption of Security Council Resolution 1559 at the United Nations. The resolution
called for ‘‘the strict respect of Lebanon’s sovereignty, territorial integrity, unity, and political independence under the sole and exclusive authority of the Government of Lebanon throughout the country’’. The
Security Council also demanded ‘‘the disbanding and disarmament of all
Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias. It also called upon all parties concerned to cooperate fully and urgently with the Council for the full implementation of all its resolutions concerning the restoration in Lebanon of
territorial integrity, full sovereignty and political independence.’’32 This
Security Council Resolution constitutes the starting point of what I call a
liberal intervention in internal Lebanese politics.
The stated positions and concerns of Security Council representatives
support the interpretation of this move as a liberal intervention aimed at
controlling political outcomes. They indicate the Council’s intention of
taking peace implementation in Lebanon away from Syria’s custodianship. The US representative asserted that the Syrian actions
had made a ‘‘crude mockery’’ of the principle of a free and fair presidential
electoral process, [and that] the Syrian Government had imposed its political
will on Lebanon and had compelled the Cabinet and Lebanese National Assembly to amend its constitution and abort the electoral process by extending
the term of the current President by three years. Clearly, the Lebanese Parliament had been pressured, and even threatened, by Syria and its agents to make
them comply.33

The French representative expressed concern that the extent of Syrian
interference in the political life of Lebanon might ‘‘cause it to retreat
from the objectives that had been reafﬁrmed constantly by the international community’’. Rapid and decisive action had thus been deemed
necessary because, in his opinion, ‘‘[b]y refraining to act, the Council
would have sanctioned interference in the internal affairs of another
State. By acting in a robust manner, it was showing its conﬁdence in Lebanon’s future, which must include its full restoration of sovereignty, and
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not the intensiﬁcation of interference.’’34 Council members who abstained from voting in favour of UNSC 1559 interpreted the text of the
Resolution as an intervention in the domestic affairs of a sovereign state
in the absence of a clear and present danger that might justify such intervention. According to an Arab diplomat, there is an undeniable connection between the G8 declaration on the Greater Middle East, issued at
the end of the Sea Island meeting in June 2004, and UNSC Resolution
1559. The French initiative that resulted in joint US–French sponsorship of the Resolution clearly ﬁtted with the idea that countries could be
re-engineered to become more democratic and serve as a departure point
for democratic ‘‘contagion’’ on a regional scale.
The assassination of Raﬁc Hariri on 14 February 2005 intensiﬁed the
nature and pace of the liberal intervention. It also clearly illustrated the
fact that this intervention was as much prompted by the internal situation
in Lebanon as it was prompted by concerns about the broader role that
Syria (and to a lesser extent, initially, Iran) played on the regional scene.
Western powers were quick to implicate Syria in the assassination. The
US ambassador to Damascus was immediately recalled home for ‘‘consultations’’. In Lebanon for Hariri’s funeral, the Assistant Secretary of
State for the Middle East, William Burns, declared that Hariri’s death
‘‘must give renewed impetus to achieving a free, independent and sovereign Lebanon’’.35 Burns also called for the immediate and complete
implementation of Resolution 1559, speciﬁcally the complete and immediate withdrawal by Syria of all of its forces from Lebanon. President
Chirac of France is reported to have argued in a meeting with his US
counterpart on 22 February that the West could not claim to be in favour
of democracy and allow it to be smothered in the only country of the
Middle East where it was implanted.36
Although this is not the place to document the historical record of the
liberal intervention in Lebanese politics, three aspects deserve to be
highlighted because they clearly illustrate the elements usually associated
with a liberal intervention: holding perpetrators to account, fostering
democratic politics and dealing forcefully with illiberal forces and spoilers. These are, respectively: the UN decision in April 2005 to create an
Independent Investigative Commission (UNIIC) into the death of Raﬁc
Hariri and the subsequent decisions to negotiate and set up a Special Tribunal for Lebanon (STL) under Chapter VII of the United Nations
Charter;37 the dispatching of a European Union Election Observation
Mission to observe the 2005 summer elections; and Western positions on
the summer 2006 conﬂict between Israel and Hezbollah.
The UNIIC and the subsequent STL wove together an ‘‘odd couple’’
of domestic crimes and international responsibility. This raised a few
eyebrows among jurists concerned about the establishment of the ﬁrst
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international criminal court that ‘‘will try persons who are accused solely
of violating domestic, not international criminal law’’.38 This coupling
does however serve to highlight the interventionist character of Western
policies in Lebanon and the decision to prosecute perpetrators, further
justifying the decision to label these policies a liberal intervention, despite the absence of Western troops on the ground in support of their implementation. Likewise, the decision to dispatch a European Union
Election Observation Mission to observe the 2005 summer elections –
the ﬁrst Lebanese parliamentary elections held after the Syrian withdrawal, at a time when the rift between supporters and detractors of Syria’s role in the country had been worsening – was also highly political.
The EU Commissioner for External Relations and European Neighbourhood Policy, Benita Ferrero-Waldner, clearly framed the Observation
Mission as an instrument of liberal intervention: ‘‘Supporting moves towards democracy is one of my priorities in the region. I am delighted
that there is now a chance for the Lebanese people to freely elect a Parliament that represents their aspirations.’’39 Last, Washington’s unconditional backing of Israel in the summer 2006 conﬂict reﬂects liberal beliefs
that illiberal spoilers must be dealt with forcefully. Although no serious
observer can claim that the conﬂict was part and parcel of the Western
liberal intervention, sufﬁcient overlap between the objectives of Israel
and the United States warrants its inclusion in our analysis. Indeed,
Washington provided full and unconditional backing to Israel’s interpretation of the conﬂict as an act of legitimate self-defence against terrorists.
The US government even approved the means used by Israel to this end,
even as Western observers criticized the Israeli reaction as disproportionate.40 Militarily, US support translated into speedy delivery of weapons
to Israel. Diplomatically, Washington refused to exert vigorous efforts to
reach a ceaseﬁre. Former US ambassador to the United Nations John
Bolton would later admit that his government blocked such efforts in order to provide Israel with sufﬁcient time to eliminate the military capabilities of Hezbollah.41 For his part, President Bush held Syria and Iran
responsible for the conﬂict. He said that the terrorist group that attacked
Israel and the states that support it must be confronted.42 Both the
Israel–Hezbollah war and the internal Lebanese political crisis between
pro- and anti-Syrian forces were perceived through the dual lenses of
the war against terrorism and the US plan for a Greater Middle East. In
both instances, illiberal forces had to be vanquished.

The road to hell is paved with good intentions: Liberal
intervention, illiberal outcomes
Lebanon has been in crisis ever since the summer of 2004. Although this
crisis cannot be solely blamed on the liberal intervention spearheaded by
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the United Nations, the United States and France, there can be no doubt
that it made things worse. In the following assessment, I evaluate the impact of Western intervention on internal stability, societal concord and
tolerance, and the democratic quality of political practice. In so doing, I
compare the impact of Western intervention with that of Syrian custodianship. I conclude that Syria stabilized Lebanon but harmed the institutionalization of democratic rules and practices in the country. Western
actors seem to have equally contributed to twisting rules for political expediency. Moreover, their presence has harmed Lebanon’s internal stability. Neither intervention has sought to strengthen national harmony
or to help the Lebanese build a sense of common belonging and identity.
Back to the brink: (In)stability in Lebanon, 2004–2008
If stability is a yardstick of success, then Western intervention in
Lebanese politics is clearly a failure. Following the death of former prime
minister Hariri, huge demonstrations called for the immediate and unconditional withdrawal of the 35,000 Syrian soldiers deployed in Lebanon, the dismantling of Syria’s intelligence infrastructure in the country
and the cessation of Syrian intervention in Lebanese politics. Pro-Syrian
factions organized counter-demonstrations to protest against French and
US intervention. On 14 March 2005, one month after Hariri’s death, 1
million people – a full 25 per cent of the Lebanese population – took to
the streets to protest against Syria’s presence in Lebanon. Following talks
with the UN Special Envoy for Lebanon, Terje Roed-Larsen, Syria committed to withdrawing its troops and military personnel from Lebanon.
The withdrawal, begun on 17 March, ended on 30 April.
Whatever its failures, Syria’s military presence in Lebanon had provided a credible deterrent to the reigniting of internal violence.43 The
months following the Syrian withdrawal were marred by increasing internal insecurity. This expressed itself in three ways: a spate of boobytrapped explosions; clashes between the Lebanese army and Islamist
Palestinian factions; and intermittent armed clashes between supporters
of the government of Prime Minister Fuad Siniora and the Hezbollahled opposition.44
After Hariri’s assassination, car bombings spread anguish and terror in
Lebanon. Some targeted known Syrian opponents; others exploded in
public venues. In 2007, two booby-trapped devices targeted the United
Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL). Insecurity was heightened
by the collapse of the Lebanese security apparatus. On 3 September
2005, German prosecutor and UNIIC Chief Detlev Mehlis issued four
arrest warrants against senior Lebanese security ofﬁcials for having participated in planning Hariri’s assassination. Overnight, the Presidential
Guard, the Sûreté Générale, the Internal Security Forces and the Lebanese army intelligence lost their top ofﬁcials.45 Political bickering over
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the designation of their successors would leave the various security services in effect paralysed for months afterwards.
The growing restlessness in the Palestinian refugee camps of north
Lebanon is the second source of insecurity. In May and June 2007, there
were ﬁerce clashes between the Lebanese army and Fatah al-Islam, an
Islamist Palestinian faction in the Nahr al-Bared camp.46 These seemed
to substantiate media reports about the inﬁltration of Lebanon’s Palestinian refugee camps by jihadists.47 A conﬁdential memo obtained by Le
Monde detailed the presence in Lebanon of a unit of commandos afﬁliated to al-Qaeda and tasked with destabilizing the country and assassinating anti-Syrian personalities.48 The Siniora government accused Syria
of supporting Fatah al-Islam in an attempt to destabilize Lebanon, something Damascus categorically denied.
The most worrisome sign of growing insecurity, one directly related to
the impact of Western intervention, is the growing tension between proand anti-Syrian factions in Lebanon. At the time of writing in 2008, this
tension had already spilled over into four separate instances of armed
clashes in the period between December 2006 and May 2008. Each new
clash engulfed larger geographical areas and claimed more victims. In
May 2008, regular pitched battles involved the use of medium and heavy
weaponry.49 Hezbollah demonstrated its military might, swiftly taking
control of West Beirut. In spite of improvements in the security situation,
these events have raised the spectre that civil war might reignite should
there be no lasting solution to the issues that divide the Lebanese.
The confessional bane: Western intervention and sectarian tensions in
Lebanon
In spite of provisions in the Taif Accord eventually to proceed with the
de-confessionalization of Lebanon’s political system, confessional politics
continued to be the norm in post-Taif Lebanon.50 This can be attributed,
in part, to Syrian custodianship of peace implementation. Although the
Taif Accord did not do away with the sectarian logic of Lebanese politics,
it sought to restore balance to a highly skewed system favouring the
Maronite community.51 Syrian custodianship and the interests of the
ruling Lebanese elites converged to transform this attempt at restoring
balance into a ‘‘troika’’ whose members perceived themselves as protectors and promoters of their communities’ interests.
Syria’s meddling has deepened society’s confessional cleavages. Christians resent their political marginalization following the electoral laws of
1992; they oppose the naturalization decree of 1994, which opened the
door for the naturalization of many more Muslims than Christians (80
per cent and 20 per cent, respectively), and they cite the stark failure to
rehabilitate internally displaced persons, the majority of whom were
Christians.52 What is, however, striking is the extent to which this re-
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tribalization has turned ‘‘comparatively mixed, hybrid, and open communities’’ into more homogeneous spaces ‘‘closed to outsiders’’.53
When asked . . . whether they would agree to send their children to a school afﬁliated with a sect other than their own, close to 30 percent of the respondents
answered in the negative. . . . Their attitudes toward mixed sectarian or religious
marriages – for both males and females – reveal much of the same sentiments.
Close to 28 percent disapprove of such religiously mixed marriages for males
and 32 percent for females. Similar predispositions were expressed regarding
preferences to live in a locality that has a majority of people from their own
sect. Around 21 percent were sympathetic with such a prospect.54

It is not so much the percentages of respondents that surprise as the
knowledge that these are ‘‘a literate, cosmopolitan, and sophisticated
sample of professionals, university and college teachers, intellectuals,
journalists and the like’’.55
If Syria’s meddling in post-war Lebanon deepened sectarianization,
Western intervention’s record is mixed. On the one hand, the West’s perceived intrusion into Lebanese politics can partially be credited for the
reshufﬂe in the internal composition of Lebanese alliances. What became
known as the 14 March (anti-Syrian) and 8 March (pro-Syrian) forces are
much more thoroughly inter-confessional than any previous political coalitions.56 They have also secured support from a number of smaller
groups and parties drawn from all sides of the confessional spectrum. As
succinctly put by one observer,
A positive aspect during the Intifada [referring to what has also been called the
Cedar Revolution] was the people’s espousal of political leaders not necessarily
from their own denomination or religion. . . . That is, there was no problem for
the people to cheer a non-confessional member as long as he/she was denouncing the same wrongs as the people and espousing the same ideas (of freedom,
independence and sovereignty) that the people espoused.57

On the other hand, one can also argue with Samir Khalaf that Western
intervention deepened the process:
[M]ore and more Lebanese are today brandishing their confessionalism . . . as
both emblem and armour. Emblem, because confessional identity has become
the most viable medium for asserting presence and securing vital needs and
beneﬁts. . . . Confessionalism is also being used as armour, because it has become a shield against real or imagined threats.58

Western attitudes towards Hezbollah, expressed in UNSC Resolution
1559 and in US attitudes toward the summer 2006 conﬂict with Israel,
have served only to transform the Shi’a’s communal sense of identity
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from emblem to armour.59 At a time when they are branded as terrorists and denied legitimacy, the Shi’a of Lebanon, once considered
Lebanon’s only truly national community,60 are now embracing the
country’s confessional system, seeking to assert their role and protect
themselves against elimination by carving out a place for themselves in
this system.
Most damaging was the manner in which Western intervention and the
developments that ensued fed the Sunni–Shi’a rivalry in Lebanon. The
‘‘divine victory’’ of Hezbollah in the summer 2006 war against Israel
heightened tensions between both groups, especially as many Shi’a believe that the Sunni Prime Minister, Fuad Siniora, and the 14 March coalition supported the US-backed Israeli move, which, had it succeeded,
would have eliminated Hezbollah from the Lebanese political map. In
May 2008, these tensions culminated in two days of open armed conﬂict
reminiscent of the worst days of intra-group ﬁghting during the civil war.
The growing ascendancy of the Party of God can be linked to a hardening of Sunni confessional identity. Much as US threats contributed to
the Shi’a brandishing their communal identity as armour, the perception
that the Shi’a ascendancy in Lebanon is part and parcel of a larger regional Shi’a awakening has fed into Sunni fears. These fears revolve
around a perception that events in the region are united by a common
logic that would, in time, establish a ‘‘Shi’a crescent’’ uniting Iran,
Alawite-controlled Syria61 and the Lebanese Hezbollah. Such an axis,
were it to become reality, could compete for political predominance
with Sunnis, thus threatening not only Saudi Arabia but all Sunni leaderships in countries with sizeable Shi’a populations.
Democracy derailed: Where strategic interest and normative commitments
collide
If liberal interventions are meant to usher in democratic change, then
Western intervention in Lebanon has strayed from its intended path.
The West has staunchly supported the outcome of the summer 2005 parliamentary elections, which brought the 14 March forces to power, in
spite of clear indications that the process had been marred by serious
ﬂaws. By labelling Hezbollah a terrorist organization, Washington has
also refused to acknowledge the legitimacy of Shi’a demands for a fairer
share in the Lebanese political system. Finally, the role played by Western powers and the UN in establishing the Special Tribunal for Lebanon
can also be faulted for having contravened both the letter and the spirit
of the Taif Accord by violating the provision that requires consensus on
issues of national interest. In so doing, Westerners also put political expediency ﬁrst and fared no better than the Syrians in laying the foundations of democratic rules and practices.
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The ﬁrst post-Syrian Lebanese parliamentary elections held in the
summer of 2005 reafﬁrmed that ‘‘postwar elections, far from expanding
the parameters of accountability, representation, and contestation, have
instead restricted citizens’ electoral and hence political choices’’.62 The
results conﬁrmed the depth of the cleavages in Lebanese society. The 14
March forces won a clear victory in Beirut, in the Druze Mountain district and in North Lebanon. Hezbollah and its allies imposed themselves
in the southern suburbs of Beirut, in the city of Tyre (south Lebanon)
and in the Biqa’ valley. The results also highlighted the fundamentally
ﬂawed nature of the system of party block voting63 because entire party
lists were voted in with the narrowest of margins.64 The contest was also
criticized for two other reasons. First, it was held under the 2000 Election
Law, which drew constituency boundaries in such a way as to lessen the
likelihood of strong Christian winners by ensuring that most of the 64
Christian seats were in Muslim majority areas.65 Second, allegations of
widespread vote-buying marred the campaign of Future Movement
leader Saad Hariri. The European Union Election Observer Mission
‘‘directly observed some instances of vote buying, where fuel coupons or
cash were given to voters in exchange of their vote, and was aware of
other similar practices involving provision of free medical services, payment of university tuition costs and other’’.66 It failed to acknowledge
the rampant nature of the practice as reported daily by the local press.
The results of the election were hailed by UN Secretary-General Koﬁ
Annan, France, the United States and the European Union, whose Election Observer Mission described them as ‘‘free and fair’’. In a context
where elections clearly contravened one of the two objectives laid out in
the Taif Accord – the proper political representation of different confessional groups (sihhat al-tamthil al-siyasi) – Western intervention did what
Syria had done before. It applauded a ﬂawed process and gave it legitimacy because it had brought Western allies to power.
By insisting on the disarmament of Hezbollah and refusing to engage
with the party it dubbed a ‘‘terrorist organization’’, Washington sowed
the seeds of the political deadlock that would paralyse Lebanon from November 2006 until May 2008. Hezbollah had not only done well in the
parliamentary elections; it was in government for the ﬁrst time in its history, a government tasked with implementing UNSC Resolution 1559
and overseeing Hezbollah’s disarmament. Laborious discussions over
this and other contentious issues ended with the summer 2006 war. The
conﬂict shattered any semblance of unity in the government. Hezbollah
accused Prime Minister Siniora of collusion with Israel and called on
him to resign to pave the way for a government of national unity capable
of protecting, rebuilding and unifying Lebanon.67 In turn, members of
the 14 March coalition accused Hezbollah of building a state-within-a-

308

MARIE-JOËLLE ZAHAR

state and thus preventing the strengthening of state institutions.68 The
ensuing crisis – during which the 8 March forces demanded an effective
minority in government, walked out of the Siniora government and initiated a two-year-long movement of civil disobedience, which paralysed
the functioning of the Lebanese state – was essentially a crisis of powersharing.69 Only an effective minority of one-third plus one would allow
the opposition to veto decisions on matters of national interest that it
opposed. This veto right was a central provision of the Taif Accords as
regards power-sharing within the executive; Christian political forces
had demanded that it be respected in 1992 when they were sidelined in
decisions concerning the ﬁrst post-war parliamentary elections. Instead
of upholding the provisions of the Taif Accord, the White House interpreted the crisis through the lens of its foreign policy in the region. It accused the 8 March forces of fomenting a coup against the government
with the support of Iran. For the Party of God this was tantamount to unacceptable intervention in the domestic politics of a sovereign state.70
Washington’s intransigence was mirrored among its Lebanese allies,
leading the ﬁve Shi’a and the only pro-Syrian Christian cabinet members to resign from government on 11 November 2006, thus cementing
Lebanon’s division into two deeply divided factions.
The second facet of this crisis of power-sharing revolved around the establishment of the Special Tribunal for Lebanon (STL). In January 2007,
opposition parliamentarians drafted a petition demanding that charges be
laid against Prime Minister Siniora for violating the Lebanese constitution.71 They were reacting to the adoption by the then-rump government
of documents concerning the statutes of the STL. House Speaker and
Amal Movement leader Nabih Berri accused the prime minister of ‘‘begging for solutions abroad’’ and preparing the ground for the adoption of
the STL statutes under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, which would
in effect remove the tribunal from the orbit of Lebanese law.72 The opposition labelled the project ‘‘highly political’’ and ‘‘tailored to implement verdicts that have already been reached’’.73 For their part,
pro-government parliamentarians petitioned UN Secretary-General Ban
Ki-moon, accusing Berri of holding parliament hostage. New York dispatched a mission to Beirut in April 2007, to no avail. On 30 May 2007,
the UN Security Council voted on Resolution 1757, paving the way for
the establishment of the STL. The ﬁve Security Council members that
abstained from the vote denounced the Resolution as an unacceptable intervention in the domestic affairs of Lebanon. In New York, the Syrian
ambassador to the UN considered the Security Council intervention
harmful and partial, thus likely to deepen fractures between the Lebanese. In Lebanon, Saad Hariri described the vote as a key turning point
between two eras: that of crime and that of justice.74

LEBANON

309

Liberal intervention in Lebanon: How to turn a fragile state
into a regional buffer and an international echo chamber
It is always challenging to assess events that are still unfolding, but there
is a consensus among scholars of Lebanese politics that Western intervention succeeded in returning Lebanon to its status as a regional
buffer.75 Regional struggles, whether in the framework of the Arab–
Israeli conﬂict or in the framework of Sunni–Shi’a competition, now
play themselves out on Lebanese territory. Likewise, the Lebanese conﬂict has become entangled with larger geopolitical struggles such as the
US war on terror and Washington’s democracy promotion agenda and
the Greater Middle East project. Neither prospect is particularly reassuring. As discussed above, these dynamics have deepened Lebanon’s economic and political crises. The war on terror has facilitated Israel’s
disproportionate reaction to Hezbollah’s 12 July 2006 operation. It
resulted in the obliteration of 15 years of economic reconstruction.
Washington’s support for the Siniora government was informed by its
democracy promotion agenda. It resulted in the most serious crisis of
power-sharing in Lebanon since the country’s independence, if not since
the initial adoption of a power-sharing formula in 1860.76 These two outcomes of Western intervention have had deleterious consequences for
the three stated objectives of any liberal intervention: stability, tolerance
and democracy.
Complicating matters further is the lukewarm commitment of Western
interveners to seeing their stated objectives through. This has become apparent in two separate instances. First, following the summer 2006 conﬂict between Israel and Hezbollah, the Western powers adamantly
refused to give the strengthened UNIFIL troops the mandate to assist
the Lebanese government in disarming Hezbollah. Foremost among
those who objected was none other than France, the midwife of UNSC
Resolution 1559, which saw to it that the rules of engagement of UNIFIL
would be relatively restricted, leaving responsibility for Hezbollah’s disarmament to the Lebanese army. Second was the reaction of Western
governments to the open confrontation between the Siniora government
and the Hezbollah-led opposition in May 2008. When Hezbollah broke
its promise never to use its weapons for any other purpose than national
resistance, Western powers stood by and let the government of Fuad Siniora down, issuing at best general statements of support. Observers of
Lebanese politics and analysts of Western politics in the Middle East
should not ﬁnd this at all surprising. This is not the ﬁrst time that Western
alliances with Lebanese factions have been sacriﬁced at the altar of
broader geostrategic calculations. French support for General ’Awn’s
1989 ‘‘War of Liberation’’ from Syrian tutelage stopped short of actually
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providing more than shelter (and later exile) to the General when Syrian
forces decided to force the outcome of the confrontation in October
1990. In 1990, a Syrian–US agreement paved the way for Syrian custodianship of peace implementation in Lebanon. In spite of Syria’s long
history of intervention in Lebanese politics, and against the wishes of
Christian political forces close to Washington which had fought to rid
Lebanon of Syria’s presence, Damascus was thus being rewarded for
siding with the US-led coalition against Iraq following the August 1990
invasion of Kuwait.77
Although one will have to wait for history to tell, the contours of the
Doha Agreement, which brought the political deadlock of 2006–2008
to an end, suggest that pro-Western factions have lost ground to the
Hezbollah-led 8 March coalition, which emerged the clear military winner of the armed confrontation of May 2008.78 It could well be that,
once again, normative commitments have taken second place to broader
realpolitik considerations. It is worth highlighting the fact that this crisis
resolution scheme also coincides with news of Syrian–Israeli talks sponsored by Turkey. Some observers have asserted that Western concerns
about the assassination of Raﬁc Hariri indicated a structural change in
US foreign policy in Lebanon and the region,79 but I am less certain
that this is indeed the case.
In closing, it seems that Lebanon, a small and complex country situated
in a strategic and conﬂict-ridden regional environment, is destined to remain buffeted by the winds of regional and international change. Until
the Lebanese resolve their long-standing internal disputes and develop a
sense of national unity, Lebanese communities will continue to draw outsiders into domestic politics in an attempt to either redress perceived inequalities or counter perceived threats.80
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analyse du rôle des Chiites dans le système politique libanais (1970–1985)’’, Revue française de science politique, vol. 35 (1985), pp. 999–1027.
61. Although Syria boasts a Sunni majority, the Assad regime is Alawite, an offshoot of
Shi’a Islam.
62. Salloukh, ‘‘The Limits of Electoral Engineering in Divided Societies’’.
63. Party block voting (PB) combines multi-member districts with simple plurality rules.
Andrew Reynolds and Ben Reilly, The International IDEA Handbook of Electoral System Design (Stockholm: International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance,
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15
Re-examining liberal peacebuilding
in light of realism and pragmatism:
The Cambodian experience
Sorpong Peou

Peacebuilding has long been regarded as a liberal agenda whose goal is
to prevent armed conﬂict from recurring. The assumption is that intrastate war and other forms of domestic violence have their roots in dictatorship, the illiberal culture of impunity and the lack of economic growth
inherent in non-capitalistic economic systems. The agenda assumes that
liberal alternatives can be promoted around the world and have a positive impact on relationships between and within societies.1 Viewed in
this light, international peacebuilding is a post–Cold War security agenda
based on a liberal concept in the form of a ‘‘secular trinity’’ – the union of
political democracy, rule of law and free market capitalist development –
combined with a universal vision to transform world politics.
The extent to which the liberal vision has been achieved remains a subject of debate. On the one hand, liberal proponents argue that progress
has been made, despite its shortcomings. In the case of Cambodia, elections have been held on a regular basis, the pursuit of criminal justice
against Khmer Rouge leaders has advanced and economic growth has
been rapid. On the other hand, critics claim that the liberal agenda is
bound to fail. As one observer of Cambodian politics, Grant Curtis, put
it, ‘‘Cambodia’s many political commentators readily concede that ‘liberal democracy’ cannot be transplanted or otherwise grafted to a country
lacking any real democratic tradition’’. He further added that ‘‘there
has been a tendency to expect too much – and too much, too soon – of
Cambodia’s transition to liberal, multiparty democracy’’.2 He himself
was of the opinion that ‘‘[t]he last thing the country needed was a further
New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2
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electoral campaign, particularly a negative campaign or one marked by
violence’’. In his view, ‘‘[b]y end-1997 it was clear that Cambodia desperately required a period of political stability in order that the several
achievements of the post-UNTAC [United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia] period might be consolidated’’.3 Others chastised liberal
internationalists in general for lending support to the ‘‘same false assumption’’ of the modernization theory. In their view, political and economic liberalization had destabilizing effects on society. Roland Paris in
particular asserts that ‘‘[p]eacebuilding exposes the inherently conﬂictual
character of democracy and capitalism, both of which paradoxically encourage societal competition as a means of achieving political stability
and economic prosperity’’.4 Critical theorists, especially those who subscribe to either neo-Marxism or postmodernism, point out that the peacebuilding agenda has worked to the beneﬁt only of socioeconomic and
political elites.5
This chapter argues that the international community has pursued the
liberal agenda with the aim of transforming Cambodia into a liberal democracy, building and strengthening the rule of law and establishing a
market-based economy, but this liberal agenda has its limits. Cambodia
has failed to consolidate the democratic gains it made after the 1993 national elections organized by the United Nations. The pursuit of criminal
justice has encountered numerous challenges and may not realize its intended results. Economic growth rates have been quite high but the
growth engine remains shaky and has contributed dangerously to a growing gap between the rich and poor.
Overall it is safe to say that the liberal agenda has been more positive
than negative, especially when measured in the context of negative peace
(the absence of violent conﬂict or war). But what explains the limits?
This chapter argues that the liberal conceptual underpinnings of peacebuilding itself contain contradictions, and that peacebuilding rests on
several naive assumptions. First, liberals assume that political elites competing for power in post-conﬂict societies share a common interest in
turning their battleﬁeld into a ballot-box and are unconcerned about
their security, regardless of whether they lose or win. Second, they assume that peace and democracy can be strengthened if criminal justice
can be forcefully executed. Third, they assume that market forces offer
solutions to political problems.
The recent Cambodian experience shows that peacebuilding could be
better achieved if the international community did more to help consolidate democratic, legal and socioeconomic gains. Firstly, if possible, it
must seek to tame hegemonic power politics, which tend to work against
democracy. Second, criminal justice must be pursued in a pragmatic fashion so as to avoid intensifying the insecurity dilemma, which may derail
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democracy. Third, the international community needs to do more to
ensure better equity in economic development. This thesis is based on a
theoretical perspective I call ‘‘complex realist institutionalism’’.6

The idealist agenda of liberal peacebuilding and its secular
trinity
As an integrated concept, peacebuilding rests on general liberal assumptions about war and peace.7 Underpinning the liberal peacebuilding
agenda are three intertwined processes: democratization of the political
process, criminalization of political violence, and marketization of economic development. International democracy assistance galvanizes the
ﬁrst process – political liberalization in the form of democratization
through the holding of free and fair elections. Thomas Carothers’ work,
for instance, has paid attention to the role of international ‘‘democracy
aid’’.8 This type of assistance means ‘‘aid speciﬁcally designed to
foster a democratic opening in a nondemocratic country or to further a
democratic transition in a country that has experienced a democratic
opening’’.9 Krishna Kumar and Jeroen de Zeeuw remark that ‘‘[i]nternational donors believe – with considerable justiﬁcation – that democracy
offers the best chance to promote peace and heal the wounds of war in
postconﬂict societies’’.10
As part of the attempt to build and strengthen the rule of law in postconﬂict society, the international community has also made efforts to
criminalize political violence. Chandra Lekha Sriram’s chapter in this
volume regards transitional justice as part of liberal peacebuilding. Indeed, the second process can be traced back to the liberal vision for an
international society – a society based on the rule of law instead of the
law of the jungle. A Western legalist asserts that ‘‘the vast tragedies of
the 20th century are . . . due to the absence of a permanent system of international criminal justice’’.11
Since the early 1990s, the international community has worked to establish justice institutions with the aim of building sustainable peace.
War can be ended and negative peace can be restored when criminal
leaders are arrested, convicted, sentenced and put behind bars.12 The
International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), for
instance, ‘‘was meant to end a real war’’.13 Ad hoc criminal tribunals
‘‘have signiﬁcantly contributed to peace building in postwar societies’’.14
Positive peace can be sustained when dictators and torturers are excluded from positions of power and inﬂuence, when democratic leaders
come to power through peaceful means such as free and fair elections,
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and when post-conﬂict societies can proceed with economic development.
Criminal justice contributes to the process of democratization, because
‘‘the continuing legacy of impunity proved a serious impediment to democratization’’.15 The idea of ‘‘peace through justice’’ rests on the growing belief that impunity has not prevented human rights violations from
recurring.16 It is thus unsurprising that international criminal justice has
now been included as part of the new integrated peacebuilding process.
Marketization is the third process of peacebuilding, involving economic reconstruction, development and – in theory – poverty reduction.
The various leading international ﬁnancial institutions or specialized
agencies within the UN system – the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) – have taken the lead. The Bank and the IMF in particular
‘‘were found[ed] on the basic notion that liberal rules of free trade, free
payments, monetary stability and capital mobility would best promote international economic welfare’’.17 More recently, they have placed emphasis on the need to avoid anything that would violate human rights
and to promote freedom from poverty. In 2000, for instance, the IMF
and the World Bank issued a joint statement: ‘‘Given the challenges facing the global economy, the work of the Fund and the Bank has become
even more essential in helping to promote ﬁnancial stability, sustainable
growth and poverty reduction.’’18 The strategies to reduce poverty include efforts to increase productivity among the poor by investing in social development, such as health and education. This strategy is based on
the liberal assumption that, without economic development, there is no
sustainable peace. Western states and international organizations have
pointed to this relationship. The United States and the European Union
see a direct link between widespread poverty and the incidence of conﬂict.19 The United Nations Millennium report stressed the connection
between poverty and conﬂict.20 The UNDP makes the following statement: ‘‘Without peace, there may be no development. But without development, peace may be threatened.’’21
The neo-liberal agenda for peacebuilding proceeds with another key
assumption: the various actors in the world involved in the process of
peacebuilding can help turn their shared vision for peace into reality by
coordinating their aid activities and taking collective action. In 1995,
Boutros Boutros-Ghali wrote: ‘‘If UN efforts are to succeed, the roles of
the various players need to be carefully coordinated in an integrated
approach to human security.’’22 John Ruggie further points to the fact
that governments within the UN system have complained ‘‘about the
lack of effective coordination for the past half-century, [but] they have
done little about it’’.23 Country-level donor coordination also remains
poor: ‘‘While some minor pooling of bilateral aid efforts has occurred,
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assistance from the community of donor countries remains largely
uncoordinated.’’24 But neo-liberal institutionalism tends to put faith in
cooperation and coordination for mutual advantage. In the ﬁeld of peacebuilding, however, liberalism goes beyond the role of states and the promotion of self-interest or mutual interest among them. Various non-state
actors are assumed to be capable of acting in the interest of world peace
and individual freedom for ‘‘strangers’’ living in other corners of the
world.25 The idea of international aid coordination – among states, international organizations and non-state actors such as non-governmental organizations (NGOs) – has now become part of peacebuilding. Liberals
agree that aid coordination has difﬁculties but point out that they can be
overcome.
In short, the most distinctive feature of liberal peacebuilding is the
global vision for the liberal peace that global actors – state and non-state
– share on the basis of a secular trinity: political democracy, criminal justice and capitalist development. The question is whether this vision is internally coherent in that the three processes of the liberal peace work in
tandem. If they do, we can assume that peacebuilders can accumulate
systematic knowledge about the long-term impact of their efforts on
post-conﬂict societies and can collaborate to ensure and sustain bright
prospects for peace.
Unfortunately, the literature reveals several major challenges to peacebuilding. The triune liberal processes have often experienced tensions
from within and without. Democratization may start with the transition
from dictatorship but more often than not ﬁnds it hard to discover solid
ground. Edward Newman and Oliver Richmond are among those who
have reason to be wary of uncritical democracy promotion. They counsel
peacebuilders to be patient and careful when introducing democracy to
post-conﬂict societies: ‘‘Democracy – together with justice, human rights,
and free market economics – is something that should be introduced
carefully and sensitively in ‘post’-conﬂict societies.’’26 The pursuit of
criminal justice does not always seem to give rise to the liberal peace
when political leaders operate within extremely weak states and fear
that they may be subject to criminal charges when they lose power. Marketization offers material incentives for the advancement of the liberal
peace when antagonists ﬁnd reason to see it coming, but does not usually
lift the majority of people affected by war out of poverty. Paris further
contends that the Wilsonian agenda to build the liberal peace tends to
give rise to several pathologies or destabilizing effects. In his words,
‘‘[p]romoting democratization and marketization has the potential to
stimulate higher levels of societal competition at the very moment . . .
when states are least equipped to contain such tensions within peaceful
bounds’’.27
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These propositions have not challenged my earlier work on the security dimension of peacekeeping and peacebuilding.28 In my view, there
is nothing wrong with introducing or even imposing the liberal will on societies prone to conﬂict, but peacebuilders must take the insecurity dilemma and hegemonic power politics in conﬂict-ridden societies more
seriously. To build the liberal peace in structurally weak states, social engineers must be aware of spoilers but should not carelessly assume that
spoilers are bent on ruining the liberal peace all the time and at all costs.
Newman, Richmond and their associates argue in defence of the need for
serious attention to be given to the initial stage of the peace process,29 a
just and inclusive process as a critical prerequisite ‘‘to limit the power of
spoiling and extremist violence’’30 and to reduce opportunities for spoilers to undermine peace,31 ‘‘neutralizing’’ the political environment to
prevent aggression,32 and refraining from the use of force, which ‘‘tends
to undermine conﬁdence-building efforts’’.33 They also warn that third
parties may be spoilers themselves when allocating resources, offering
recognition and playing favourites among the factions in conﬂict, and
when they overlook the need to coordinate their peace activities. Paris
makes a reasonable suggestion when stressing the need to build institutions in extremely fragile states. But, as will be demonstrated in this
chapter, the Cambodian case study shows why such good intentions
may not be sufﬁcient. Institutionalization before liberalization tends to
threaten the security of those who rely on undemocratic institutions,
such as the armed forces, militias and corrupt or deeply politicized judges
and lawyers. Unless democracy is ﬁrst promoted to ensure that none of
the competing factions is left out to spoil the peace process and that
none emerges as the hegemonic power, democratic institution-building is
difﬁcult. Another challenge to institution-building is that global actors,
especially donors (including liberal democratic states), do not always put
effective collective pressure on local actors to support institutional reform. If there is a clash with their national security interests, democracies
tend to choose to work with dictators in an effort to win them away from
their foes.

The limits of international liberal peacebuilding:
Evidence from Cambodia
The neo-liberal agenda for peacebuilding was beginning to emerge when
the war in Cambodia was bowing to the pressure of the international
community led by the United Nations under the collective leadership of
the ﬁve permanent members of the Security Council. Evidence shows
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that the liberal peacebuilding efforts over the past 15 years have proved
beneﬁcial to the people of this country when ‘‘measured’’ in terms of the
decline and disappearance of armed conﬂict roughly ﬁve years after the
1993 election. The argument that democratization works against peace
and that democracy is not what Cambodia needs most has merit, but it is
not fully convincing. The argument overlooks the fact that, without the
Paris Peace Agreements, which laid the ideational foundation of liberal
democracy in the country, the war might have gone on far longer than it
did. The 1993 election was far from perfect, but it did bring about some
reconciliation among former enemies, who subsequently formed a coalition government. Critics also ignore the fact that the former foes have
since returned to the ballot-box instead of using violent force to resolve
their political differences. The last several elections have made it possible
for the factions and their political parties to compete for power using
means short of war.
The process of democratization has its limits, of course. The overall political trend points to monopolization of power by one political party
rather than democratic consolidation. Although the elections in recent
years have become less and less prone to violence and have witnessed
less political intimidation, the political process has shifted in favour of
the ruling party – the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP). The CPP lost in
the 1993 national election (having gained 51 out of 122 seats in the National Assembly), whereas FUNCINPEC (National United Front for an
Independent, Neutral, Peaceful, and Cooperative Cambodia) won 58
seats. The CPP then won the 1998 election, having captured 64 out of
the 122 seats. In 2003, the CPP gained 73 seats. In 2008, the CPP consolidated its power when it won more seats on 27 July. After polling day,
CPP Minister of Information Khieu Kanharith claimed that unofﬁcial results showed that his party won 90 seats, followed by the Sam Rainsy
Party (SRP) with 26 seats and three other parties – Human Rights Party,
Norodom Ranariddh Party and FUNCINPEC – each with only 2 seats.
The four main opposition parties then met together, deemed the election
a ‘‘sham’’ and signed a joint letter urging the Cambodian public and the
international community not to recognize the election results and asking
voters across the country to return to the polls.
The Senate also remains dominated by the CPP. When the ﬁrst Senate
elections took place in January 2006, only the 123 MPs and some 13,000
commune councillors (most of whom remained CPP loyalists) could cast
their vote for the 57 senators allocated for the next six-year term. Unsurprisingly, the CPP captured 45 of the 57 elected seats; the National Assembly and the King appointed the other four seats.
At the commune level, the CPP continues to maintain its political domination. During the ﬁrst commune elections on 3 February 2003, the CPP
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took control of nearly 99 per cent of all communes (with 1,598 out of
1,621 commune chiefs elected), leaving the SRP and FUNCINPEC with
only 13 and 10, respectively. During the following commune elections on
1 April 2007, the CPP got 1,591 commune chiefs elected.
Overall, election outcomes have become more certain because the CPP
has become increasingly sure of electoral victory. Before polling day in
the 1993 national election, there was still an element of uncertainty. The
CPP did not feel invincible then.34 After the 1997 coup that led to the
overthrow of First Prime Minister Norodom Ranariddh, however, it became clear that the CPP would not let slip the opportunity to win. Its future looked increasingly bright. Before the election in 1998, Hun Sen, the
leader of the CPP, showed his growing conﬁdence in the CPP’s ability to
win. In January 2007 he revealed his long-term ambitions when stating:
‘‘If I am still alive, I will continue to stand as a candidate until I am
90.’’35 Early in 2008, the year that marked the twenty-third year of rule
since his premiership began in 1985, he made his bid to stay in power
clear: ‘‘I wish to state it very clearly this way. No one can defeat Hun
Sen.’’36
Hun Sen has become more determined than ever to consolidate his
power so that members of other political parties would have no choice
but to give up their struggles and join with the CPP out of either selfinterest or necessity. The royalists remain deeply divided; some have
already joined the CPP, and others have been under pressure to defect.
Leading FUNCINPEC members (such as Prince Norodom Chakrapong,
Prince Norodom Sirivudh, Princess Norodom Vicheara, and Prince Sisowath Sirirath Phanara) have been in effect marginalized and driven out of
active politics.
There still exists a myth that Cambodia has enjoyed increased civil liberties such as freedom of speech, but evidence shows that the CPP virtually monopolizes the broadcast media and has allowed few opposition
newspapers to operate. In recent years, the freedoms to speak one’s
mind critically and to strike or protest have been further weakened by
ongoing political intimidation. On 21 May 2008, for instance, Hun Sen
threatened the country’s most independent radio station (Beehive) after
it had broadcast programming from opposition political parties. A week
later, a new radio station, Angkor Ratha, had its six-month-old licence
revoked because it had offered air time to opposition parties. Fewer protests and critical voices thus do not seem to indicate more growth of freedom; they simply mean the opposition has been silenced.
A basis for the rule of law in Cambodia was laid after the 1993 national
election, but it remains shaky and deeply politicized. Numerous justice
and legal institutions have been established, but they do not function
properly. The constitution (adopted in 1993 and amended in 1999) is
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considered liberal, if not perfect, but other related institutions such as the
Constitutional Council and the courts have proved far from independent
or effective. In recent years, the government has frequently resorted to
lawsuits as a way to weaken dissent and opposition.37 The Constitutional
Council (tasked with the responsibility to protect and interpret the constitution) remains reluctant to challenge government legislation and
tends to ignore applications or requests from opposition members. This
is not surprising, considering that six of the nine members of the Council
are afﬁliated with the CPP. The independence of the courts has been
questioned. The Supreme Council of Magistracy (tasked with the responsibility to protect the independence and professional integrity of judges
and prosecutors but including one government minister ex ofﬁcio and
one member of the CPP’s permanent committee) has proved unable
to play a credible role. Judges still fear powerful economic and political
ﬁgures. Cases against political critics have rarely gone beyond the CPPsubservient Phnom Penh Municipal Court, and the Supreme Court has
rarely considered politically sensitive cases. UN reports have urged
wholesale reform that would make the judicial system not only independent but also seen to be independent.38
The extent to which criminal justice has strengthened democracy and
the rule of law is still subject to speculation. One positive legal and judicial development has been the pursuit of criminal justice against top
Khmer Rouge leaders. Even before the signing of the Paris Peace Agreements in 1991, lawmakers, scholars and human rights activists had
pressed for legal action against the Khmer Rouge leaders with the aim
of preventing the resurgence of genocide.39 Those in favour of putting
them on trial have based their logic on the importance of overcoming
the culture of impunity, ensuring future deterrence and promoting
democracy and human rights. Under pressure from the international
community, Cambodia agreed to set up a criminal court within the Cambodian court system. The Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (ECCC) were then set up for this purpose: to prosecute Khmer
Rouge leaders ‘‘most responsible’’ for war crimes and crimes against humanity committed during their reign of terror from 1975 to 1978.
By the end of 2008, the Khmer Rouge trials had enjoyed only limited
success. Five notorious Khmer Rouge leaders – Nuon Chea, Pol Pot’s
chief deputy or right-hand man; Khieu Samphan, the former Khmer
Rouge head of state; Ieng Sary, Pol Pot’s foreign minister and deputy
prime minister, and his wife Ieng Thirith, Pol Pot’s social affairs minister;
and Kaing Guek Eav (alias Duch), the chief executioner at the infamous
Tuol Sleng prison centre – have ﬁnally faced justice, charged with war
crimes and crimes against humanity.

CAMBODIA

325

The ECCC continues to confront numerous challenges, however. First,
lack of funds and political wrangling threaten to undermine its work. The
original budget of US$56.3 million quickly ran out, and an additional
US$170 million was required to meet a mandate extended until 2011.
The period 2008–2009 alone required US$50 million. Funding for the
ECCC was withheld early in August 2008 after alleged corruption within
the ECCC was exposed. Political wrangling also caused delays in the judicial process, as trials were scheduled to begin late in 2008. Ieng Sary’s
lawyer, Ang Udom, argued that the trial of his client would be illegitimate, since Ieng had already obtained a royal pardon and an amnesty
from the then-King Sihanouk. Nuon Chea’s two Dutch lawyers demanded that a Cambodian judge, Ney Thol, who sat at the Court’s pretrial chamber, be removed because of his role as an army general heading
the country’s military court and a member of the CPP. One of Khieu
Samphan’s defence lawyers, Jacques Vergers (a French national), caused
a delay when he angrily protested about the ECCC’s failure to translate
thousands of pages of documents into French, one of three ofﬁcial languages used in the Court (along with Khmer and English). Translating
documents into three languages proves difﬁcult.
Second, the pursuit of criminal justice resulted from, and did not initiate, the peace process, which had beneﬁted from a formal amnesty and a
series of informal ones. These amnesties led to the defection of Khmer
Rouge leaders to the government, growing inﬁghting among Khmer
Rouge leaders, and the disintegration that ﬁnally ended their rebellion
in 1998. It was not the threat of legal punishment that brought peace to
this country – the recent peace resulted from the political process of reconciliation among former foes.
Third, it is far from clear that the criminal process can serve as an
effective deterrent against future atrocities. Duch, a born-again Christian,
was 66 years old in 2008. As the trials began, the other four Khmer
Rouge leaders were already advanced in years and experiencing health
problems. When Nuon Chea was arrested in September 2007 he was 81
years old. When Khieu Samphan was arrested on 19 November 2007 at
a hospital, after undergoing treatment for a stroke, he was 76 years old.
In 2008, Ieng Sary was 83 and his wife was 76. Ieng Sary became seriously ill late in July and was hospitalized on 1 August. Their ages thus
range from 66 to 83, making it difﬁcult for anyone to argue that justice
would deter these former Khmer Rouge leaders from committing future
atrocities.
Fourth, although we still do not know whether criminal justice can
contribute to the rule of law and democratization, the evidence points
to a weak relationship. There is no indication that former Khmer Rouge
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elements want to start a war, but there is more evidence suggesting that
they have become uneasy about the trials. Even high-ranking members of
the CPP have expressed this concern. I have discussed this elsewhere in
my work,40 but it is worth adding that members of the CPP elite remain
wary of such legalistic efforts, partly because of their lack of real interest
in making the Cambodian judiciary more independent and more effective
and partly because of their fears that the politicization of the Khmer
Rouge trials might implicate them in the future. On the twenty-ninth anniversary of the Khmer Rouge’s January 1979 downfall, for instance,
CPP president Chea Sim warned against politicizing the Khmer Rouge
trials, calling those intent on doing so ‘‘absent-minded elements’’ and
‘‘ill-willed political circles’’ who were opposed to the process of reconciliation after years of civil strife. In his words: ‘‘We condemn any acts to
use the courts with the aim of creating instability or disrupting society.’’41
In June 2008, Dam Sith, an SRP candidate and editor of the Khmer Conscience newspaper, was arrested because he questioned the role that CPP
Foreign Minister Hor Namhong allegedly played during the Khmer
Rouge period. Although Hun Sen and several members of his government have been assured that they do not fall within the scope of the tribunal, they remain anxious about the long-term prospect that they might
be put on trial in the future.
In sum, Cambodia has no effective system of institutional checks and
balances. The executive branch under the political leadership of Hun
Sen still dominates the legislature and the judiciary, as well as other local
institutions, such as the media. The legislature may not have been particularly feckless, corrupt or patronage ridden, but it commands little respect among the public and remains a rubber-stamp institution. The
judiciary enjoys no political independence and is extremely under-funded
and corrupt.
A relatively more successful story can be found in the process of marketization. The country has so far witnessed better economic growth since
the mid-1990s than during the 1980s. Some estimate that between 1994
and 2006 average growth in the gross domestic product (GDP) stood at
more than 7 per cent. Government and donor ofﬁcials agree that the
economy performed best in 2005 (13.4 per cent growth, making it the
highest rate in the world) and still did well in 2006 (10.4 per cent) and
2007. The currency has become stable. The National Bank has maintained a prudent monetary policy, ﬁscal discipline and a relatively stable
exchange rate. One can thus make the case that the absence of largescale violence or war has so far been positively correlated with the economic growth that has resulted from the process of marketization.
On the negative side, the recent economic growth tends to help the
CPP leadership consolidate its power: it has now convinced more Cam-
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bodians, especially unemployed youth in need of jobs, that the CPP remains the national party most capable of ensuring economic growth.
However, economic growth has had its limits in that it has strengthened
the power of socioeconomic and political elites and kept the poor powerless. Per capita gross national income (GNI) rose very slowly between
1998 and 2005 (from US$247 to US$320). Per capita GNI of $320 means
that Cambodians earned an average income of just US$0.87 a day (a little
over US$26 per month). Although poverty reduction has been evident
since the early 1990s, at least one-third of the population still live below
the poverty line (with income measured at around US$0.75 per day). The
country has also witnessed growing inequality between the rich and poor:
its Gini coefﬁcient increased from 0.35 in 1994 to 0.42 in 2004,42 which is
high compared with that of neighbouring countries (for example Indonesia, whose Gini coefﬁcient was 0.34). The uneven economic growth has
mostly beneﬁted a minority of elite members, especially those associated
with the CPP.
With the political and economic elites running the economy, various
forms of economic violence have also become more extreme. Landgrabbing and forced evictions have become a new challenge to political
legitimacy because they have been committed by members of state institutions (including the police, the military and the judiciary). On 3 March
2007, Hun Sen declared ‘‘a war against land-grabbers’’ identiﬁed by him
as members of his party and in positions of power. Because of the existing institutional weakness, this war has so far proved ineffective.43

The way to build sustainable peace?
The Cambodian case study poses a real challenge to the peacebuilding
agenda, although the evidence presented here should not lead us to conclude that liberalism is now in terminal crisis. In this section, I argue that
the criticisms levelled against liberalism are normatively powerful. Certainly we must pay heed to any challenges liberalism still confronts and
remain open-minded about alternatives, but we also need to pay attention to the realities we face.
First, we must not ignore the question of security-driven behaviour
within domestic and international politics. Liberals assume that peacebuilding can be implemented effectively without adequately taking
into account the crucial question of security. The recent political, legal
and economic developments in Cambodia remind us of the ongoing
challenges to political, legal and economic liberalization. In institutionally weak states such as Cambodia, political and socioeconomic elites
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compete for hegemonic power when possible, because this seems to be
the best way to maximize their security.
Second, some liberals also naively assume that the so-called international community can act together according to the logic of global solidarity. In recent years, many international donors have admitted to a
lack of aid coordination. The Japan International Cooperation Agency
(JICA) acknowledged this problem in a 2002 report, which stated: ‘‘Although there is trend towards effective and efﬁcient cooperation by
strengthening international partnerships to increase Cambodian ownership, the experience of partnership formation has been limited so far
due to differences in approaches, aid schemes, and procedures among
the donors.’’44 A joint report published in 2004 by the World Bank and
the IMF also acknowledges that, ‘‘[o]ver the past decade, poor aid management has not only resulted in technical inefﬁciency, but also contributed in part to the governance problems facing the Cambodian state’’.45
International donors have also taken a realistic approach by not only
accepting the need for political stability but also taking a soft approach
toward Cambodia in the hopes that it would not drift toward the China
camp built around the ‘‘Beijing consensus’’, instead of the Washington
consensus. China has been regarded as posing a strategic challenge to
the US–Japan security alliance. Recently, Japan identiﬁed China as a
‘‘threat’’ to its security interests. Tokyo has moved Japan deeper into
Southeast Asia by seeking ‘‘a broader leadership role’’ in the region.46
China’s aid has also aroused competition with Western donors and Japan. Chinese aid carried no conditions or penalties for bad practices
such as corruption. In its dealings with the Hun Sen government, the
leadership in Beijing maintained a degree of secrecy and did not usually
work alongside other donors involved in Cambodia. According to one report, ‘‘Western aid donors complain that China is secretive about its aid
projects, and declines to attend the traditional meetings chaired by the
World Bank in poor countries to co-ordinate aid activities’’.47 The former Japanese ambassador to Cambodia, Takahashi Fumiaki, expressed
his concern about China’s aid: ‘‘Currently we do not know clearly what
projects and programs China is generally providing for this country’’ and
‘‘[w]e would appreciate China’s active participation in donors’ coordinating meetings’’.48
Rivalry between China and the US–Japan security alliance seems
to be connected with the rise of Chinese power and the growth of Chinese inﬂuence over Southeast Asia.49 In 1994, Tokyo issued a new National Defense Program Outline, which touched on nuclear arsenals
in neighbouring states and justiﬁed the need to increase forces in the
south (close to China and North Korea). The document did not mention China as a threat then, but 10 years later the 2004 National Defense
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Program Guidelines were ‘‘the ﬁrst national security document to openly
identity a potential threat from the People’s Republic of China, noting
that the PRC was modernizing its forces and expanding its range at
sea’’.50
Bilateral relations between Washington and the Hun Sen government
have improved in recent years. Washington’s fears of Islamist militancy
have tempered its criticism of the Cambodian government and it now
considers Cambodia (relative to the other states in the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations) ‘‘most willing’’ to cooperate with its efforts to
combat global terrorism. As Hun Sen succeeded in consolidating his
power, he presented himself as a leader committed to combating terrorism in the region. The dubious arrests of foreign Muslim men in Cambodia, who were later charged with terrorist offences, and Cambodia’s plan
to expel Islamic foreigners prior to the holding of the 2003 ASEAN
Regional Forum conference, must have pleased the US government. In
April 2007, General Hok Lundy (Cambodia’s notorious National Police
Chief) was even allowed to hold bilateral talks on counter-terrorism
with the Federal Bureau of Investigation in Washington. Senior US ofﬁcials also met with the General at the State Department. All this took
place amid criticism from human rights activists and others that Washington had changed its policy by granting the General a visa to enter the
United States after it had refused to do so in 2005 because of his alleged
complicity in human trafﬁcking and involvement in unresolved political
killings, especially those committed in March 1997 and during the coup
in July 1997. Cambodia also pleased Washington when it signed the
‘‘Article 19’’ Agreement with the United States, which contained a Cambodian commitment not to send any US citizens to the International
Criminal Court. The Bush administration signed a congressional appropriations resolution for the 2007 ﬁscal year which contained ‘‘no restrictions on direct US government funding of the Cambodian government
activities’’. According to US Ambassador Joseph Mussomeli, the move
‘‘is yet another sign of the deepening and strengthening of the promising
relationship between our two countries’’.51 In February 2007, a US warship paid a visit to Cambodia’s seaport for the ﬁrst time in 30 years. US
ofﬁcials also unofﬁcially entertained the idea of establishing a military
base in Cambodia.
Third, peacebuilders need to be realistic not only in terms of ongoing
security politics in post-conﬂict societies and among the states and donors
around them, but also in terms of their approach to peacebuilding. They
need to place greater emphasis on institution-building. Several questions
come to mind when the issue of institution-building is raised: When is the
most appropriate time for peacebuilders to begin this task? Which are
the most important institutions that need to receive the most attention?
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How must those institutions be built so as to ensure that they can achieve
their stated objectives?
Regarding the ﬁrst question, there is disagreement over whether the
process of institution-building should take place before or should proceed alongside political, legal and economic liberalization. A strong case
can be made that institution-building must precede the processes of democratization and marketization (associated with Paris’s ‘‘institutionalization before liberalization’’ thesis). The strength of this proposition lies
in the fact that peacekeeping and peacebuilding in war-torn states with
extremely weak structures are likely to face great challenges. Peacekeepers and peacebuilders went to Cambodia with good intentions, but
they overlooked the security dimension and the action they took to
address this important aspect of peacebuilding was ineffective; some
even threatened to use force to ensure local compliance. Peacekeepers
and peacebuilders must not rush to hold elections without demonstrating
their ability to ensure security for all the parties involved in conﬂict and
in the electoral process. Parties that feel insecure are likely to take
extreme measures. Time and goodwill alone will not promote political
moderation unless the question of security is effectively addressed. If the
security situation does not improve, the passage of time will only deepen
mutual distrust among political parties locked in competition for power.
Electoral rules can be designed to reward political moderation, but they
will not succeed unless they can constrain the dominant party and ensure
the security of challengers.
The ‘‘institutionalization before liberalization’’ thesis, however, raises
some crucial questions. How can members of the ‘‘international community’’, especially donors, successfully build institutions when they often
prove unable to take effective collective action? Experience tells us that
overcoming the international collective action problem is still difﬁcult, if
not impossible. Major states and donors continue to pursue their national
interests; harnessing them ‘‘to peacebuilding objectives’’, as Keating and
Knight suggest,52 remains a daunting task. How long should we wait for
the level of institutionalization to become adequate to allow the process
of democratization to proceed? Based on my research, the process of institutionalization is open ended and may take a very long time. Elections
cannot be postponed until police forces become sufﬁciently reliable and a
new cadre of local judges is adequately trained. There is also little evidence to suggest that democratic institutionalization can proceed under
authoritarian rule, either. It is not in the best interests of autocratic elites
to encourage institution-building that would weaken their secure power
base. The CPP leadership has done what it could to personalize power
by institutionalizing personal power and de-institutionalizing democratic
power.
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Can institutionalization also proceed without political, legal and economic liberalization? This is a difﬁcult question to answer, because institutionalization is not a process that can easily be detached from
liberalization based on liberal reform initiatives. This case study, for instance, suggests that Cambodia could not have adopted a national constitution before a democratically elected government ﬁrst came to power.
We cannot expect to build a more independent judiciary in a country
such as Cambodia (whose rulers continue to dominate this branch of government) unless a process of political and legal liberalization also begins
and the ruling party no longer monopolizes judicial power. Nor can we
expect a police force to become reliable in enforcing the rulings of the
Constitutional Court until police reform gets under way.
Whether peacebuilders should concentrate only on state or on political and civil society institutions is a matter of debate. The Cambodian
case study shows that state institution-building is a must: the three
branches of government – executive, legislative and judicial – must
be built and strengthened to the point where a system of institutional
checks and balances is successfully put in place. But democratization,
criminalization of political violence and marketization are unlikely to
make sustainable progress until a multi-party system becomes so institutionalized that the ofﬁcial opposition in parliament can keep the dominant party in check, can effectively represent those who do not belong
to the party that runs government institutions and can work with civil society in their joint opposition to any abuses of power by the executive
branch.
As to how institution-building can be achieved, the Cambodian case
study further shows that political society institutions (especially political
parties) can be effectively built only if opposition parties receive adequate support from the international community (whose members tend
to shy away from doing this because of their sensitivity to the issue of
state sovereignty and fears of political backlashes).
Fourth, peacebuilders need to be not only realistic but also pragmatic.
Ideological dogmatism often does more harm than good. The issue of
criminal justice, for instance, requires a degree of pragmatism. Few deny
the importance of justice in peacebuilding. All criminal leaders who commit war crimes, genocide and crimes against humanity deserve to be
brought to justice and punished if convicted; however, justice must be
pursued with care. When the pursuit of criminal justice works against
peace through negotiation, it must be postponed. Justice is likely to succeed when criminal leaders lose power. The Cambodian case study
proves that informal amnesties should be allowed to precede criminal
justice. The aggressive pursuit of criminal justice might end up preventing future peace negotiations, especially when other criminal leaders
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learn about the risk of losing power and feel they must continue to consolidate power at all costs.
Moreover, judicial institution-building – not vengeance – should be the
ultimate goal of criminal justice. Simple-minded legalism tends to rest on
the fallacy that, when criminals are put behind bars, peace prevails, the
rule of law advances and democracy and human rights thrive. It worries
me when some proponents of criminal justice sound more like ‘‘crusaders’’ seeking to put evil-doers away, without sufﬁciently understanding
the structural root causes of their crimes. I am frequently reminded of the
radical ‘‘justice’’ the Khmer Rouge leaders once aggressively pursued:
‘‘equality for all’’ ended up turning them into murderers and the country
into killing ﬁelds. Political crimes are often committed when state institutions break down, when the competition for power among factions or
elites gets out of control, when insecurity becomes very acute, or when
regime or personal survival is increasingly at stake.53

Conclusion
This chapter demonstrates that peacebuilding has its conceptual roots
in neo-liberalism, initiated and campaigned for by people in Western
states and Western-dominated international organizations, especially the
United Nations and its specialized agencies. This neo-liberal agenda rests
on the secular doctrine of the trinity: the union of political democracy, rule
of law and capitalist development. The Cambodian case study does not
suggest that democratization, criminalization of political violence and
economic liberalization have proved detrimental to the peace process.
But these three processes have their limits. ‘‘Complex realist institutionalism’’ thus takes into account the realities of security and power within
domestic and international politics. To achieve its peacebuilding mission
more effectively, the international community must do more to build an
effective system of checks and balances among state institutions (namely,
the executive, legislative and judicial branches of government), as well as
between them and institutions within political society (such as political
parties) and civil society. With this system of institutional checks and balances in place, market forces can also be subject to regulation so as to
ensure that the economy will grow in a more equitable fashion.
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16
Revisiting the ‘‘liberal peace’’
thesis applied to Central America:
New insights for and against the
Wilsonian approach
Carlo Nasi

The ‘‘liberal peace thesis’’ entails the promotion of liberal democracy
and market reforms in countries that are emerging from civil strife. As
is widely discussed, this formula may have unintended negative consequences and, in the worst case, implementing the ‘‘liberal peace thesis’’
without paying due attention to the institutional context of war-torn
countries can lead to the intensiﬁcation of conﬂict and even the resumption of war.1 In order to correct the negative side-effects of conventional
peacebuilding efforts, Roland Paris proposed the IBL formula (institutionalization before liberalization) in which institution-building efforts
should precede political and economic liberalization.2
To what extent can one blame the ‘‘liberal peace thesis’’ for problems
encountered in Central America during the post-conﬂict period? Does
the IBL formula offer a better alternative for ameliorating them? This
chapter addresses these two questions with speciﬁc reference to El Salvador and Guatemala and occasional mention of Nicaragua. I will argue
that, counter-intuitively, applying the ‘‘liberal peace thesis’’ in El Salvador led to better results than implementing some tenets of the IBL formula in Guatemala. This does not necessarily mean that the IBL
formula is wrong, but rather that institution-building endeavours succeed
only under speciﬁc conditions.

New perspectives on liberal peacebuilding, Newman, Paris and Richmond (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2009, ISBN 978-92-808-1174-2
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Pathologies of the liberal peace thesis in Central America
According to Paris, promoting political and economic liberalization in
war-torn countries may lead to a number of negative side-effects (or
‘‘pathologies’’) that endanger internal peace. Speciﬁcally, he refers to
(1) the problem of a ‘‘bad’’ civil society; (2) the behaviour of opportunistic ‘‘ethnic entrepreneurs’’; (3) the risk that elections can serve as focal
points for destructive societal competition; (4) the danger posed by local
‘‘saboteurs’’ who cloak themselves in the mantle of democracy but seek
to undermine democracy; and (5) the disruptive and conﬂict-inducing effects of economic liberalization.3
Of these pathologies, the only one that is fully applicable to Central
America relates to the dangers of economic liberalization, because it arguably helped to recreate the historic sources of violence. As for the
other four pathologies, one could argue that:
(A) There were no ethnic entrepreneurs in Central America willing or
able to exploit inter-communal fears. Ethnic divisions were prominent in
only one country, Guatemala, where nearly 40 per cent of the population
is indigenous. In the late 1970s the Guatemalan guerrilla organization
Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG) actually did
mobilize various indigenous groups that came to support the rebels’
cause. However, owing to massive state repression in the early 1980s,
coupled with the inability of the URNG to deliver protection to its support base, most of these communities broke ties with the rebels. The different indigenous groups that inhabit the country have since remained
deeply divided.
In Nicaragua, where indigenous groups comprise barely 5 per cent of
the population, YATAMA, a small faction of the Contras representing
the Miskito Indians, also promoted an ethnic agenda during the war. Although YATAMA’s struggle for indigenous rights had limited scope, the
Nicaraguan government eventually granted relative autonomy to the
Miskitos in 1987.
In short, considering the aforementioned conditions, had there been
ethnic entrepreneurs in Guatemala and Nicaragua during the postconﬂict period, they would have failed in their attempt to make political
gains on the basis of communal fears.
(B) Political rulers or saboteurs did not manipulate democratic elections with an ensuing authoritarian backlash. Only in Guatemala can
one observe some examples of this, but with no long-term consequences.
In 1993, after facing impeachment charges and also a deadlock in Congress, President Jorge Serrano suspended constitutional rights in an attempted self-coup. But this occurred three years before the warring
factions signed deﬁnitive peace accords in Guatemala, so one can hardly
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blame liberal peacebuilding for fostering such an act of sabotage. Furthermore, shortly after the self-coup, different political and social organizations mobilized and forced Serrano to resign.
Afterwards, during the 2003 elections, former dictator General Efraı́n
Rı́os Montt, who was the candidate for the Frente Republicano Guatemalteco, encouraged violent rallies in an attempt to intimidate some
groups that opposed his candidacy.4 In the end, the Guatemalan Supreme Court of Justice allowed Rı́os Montt to run for president, but he
was easily defeated in the ﬁrst round of the elections. One might speculate that, had Rı́os Montt been elected, he would probably have undermined democratic institutions such as the judicial system because of his
responsibility for gross human rights violations.
(C) None of the countries exhibit a ‘‘bad’’ civil society, resorting to
hate speech and promoting intolerance. Only in Nicaragua, in the early
1990s, did a number of remobilized Contra ﬁghters and former Sandinistas (and also the so-called revueltos, which included both ex-Sandinistas
and ex-Contras) cause turmoil at one point.5 But these former combatants did not challenge democracy as such; they merely pressured the
Nicaraguan government to comply with unfulﬁlled promises related to
the Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration process, hoping
to obtain – for the most part – economic beneﬁts.6
Some might interpret the lynching of criminals in Guatemala during
the post-war years as evidence of a ‘‘bad’’ civil society. However, this
was mostly a by-product of the faltering system of justice; because the
state was unable (or unwilling) to prosecute and punish criminals, some
communities took justice into their own hands.7 The lynching phenomenon never reached epidemic proportions though, and should not be considered as an example of a ‘‘bad’’ civil society.
(D) Democratic elections did not help polarize the electorate and fuel
the violence. Even if polarization is still evident in countries such as Nicaragua and El Salvador (in the sense that most of the population are
clearly divided into political groups that correspond to the former warring factions), one observes a gradual trend towards accommodation
among rival political parties.
It is important to underscore that in Nicaragua, El Salvador and Guatemala political liberalization was a gradual process, which probably
averted the most negative consequences of a sudden political opening.8
In all three countries, some kind of truncated and perhaps illiberal democracy was established long before the rebel groups laid down their
weapons. Initially, only those parties that had some ideological afﬁnity
with one another took part in (relatively) competitive elections. After
these parties learned to play the democratic game it was easier to incorporate the left-wing insurgencies (or the right-wing Contras, in the Nica-
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raguan case) into the democratic system. This particular sequence may
have helped democracy lay down some roots. Had the transition from authoritarian rule occurred simultaneously with the signing of peace accords, the elections would have probably led to greater polarization and
violence.
Having said this, what were the consequences of the single ‘‘liberal pathology’’ that the Central American countries experienced? According to
Paris, in Central America ‘‘rapid marketization appears to have reproduced some of the socioeconomic conditions that sparked unrest in these
countries in the ﬁrst place’’.9 More speciﬁcally, in Nicaragua economic
liberalization produced the ‘‘type of inequitable growth that has historically fueled revolutionary violence in the country’’.10 In El Salvador,
‘‘economic liberalization policies promoted by the IMF and World Bank
appear to have exacerbated the very socioeconomic conditions that precipitated war in the ﬁrst place’’.11 As regards Guatemala, although Paris
acknowledges that the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) assumed a ‘‘new approach to ‘postconﬂict sustainable development’ in the fragile circumstances of war shattered states’’, he also warns
us that the beneﬁts of economic growth have not trickled down to the
poor.12 He concludes that ‘‘failure to address the underlying sources of
recurrent revolutionary violence in Guatemala – including profound social and economic inequality – poses a serious threat to the durability of
the peace settlement’’.13
In sum, it would appear that only one pathology of liberalization – the
undesirable side-effects of rapid marketization and structural adjustment
programmes – is relevant to Central America. Is this actually the case:
have such processes sowed the seeds of violent rebellion? To what extent
has economic liberalization endangered the prospects of peace consolidation in Central America?

A war of economic causes?
There has been no insurrection in Nicaragua since 1990, in El Salvador
since 1992 and in Guatemala since 1996. Even if none of these countries
has ‘‘consolidated the peace’’, there has not been an insurrectionary
backlash either. This is signiﬁcant considering that, as noted by Collier
and Sambanis, the risk of a recurrence of war is higher in post-war societies than in countries with no prior war history.14 Each passing year
without war undermines any pessimistic expectations concerning the
short durability of the Central American peace accords.
The fact that these peace accords have endured in spite of their failure
to redress economic and social inequality (which allegedly grew worse as
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a result of economic liberalization) leads us to the question: Did the Central American wars have economic causes in the ﬁrst place? Were poverty and inequality the root causes of insurrection?
It is by no means clear that poverty and/or inequality always (or inevitably) lead to insurrection. If this were the case, revolutionary movements would ﬂare up in most developing countries, where socioeconomic
exclusion is quite pervasive. No such thing has happened, largely because
many intervening variables determine whether or not economic grievances open the way to armed insurrection.15 Furthermore, as noted by
Goodwin, political factors have a greater explanatory power than economic ones as regards the formation of rebel groups: ‘‘revolutionary
movements are not simply or exclusively a response to economic exploitation and inequality, but also and more directly a response to political
oppression and violence, typically brutal and indiscriminate.’’16
In Central America, the role of economic exclusion in fostering armed
rebellion has been a contested issue. Whereas authors such as Paige17
and Wood18 – for El Salvador – and Booth,19 Karl20 and Holiday21 –
for Guatemala – have argued that economic exclusion produced the revolutionary challenge in the ﬁrst place, other analysts disagree with this
approach.
For instance, according to McClintock,22 in El Salvador most national
economic trends were positive in the 1970s, the period during which the
various revolutionary groups were formed. Although land scarcity increased, there was no clear pattern of deepening poverty that threatened
the peasants’ food security, while the living standards of peasants improved in many respects.23 In a similar vein, Selingson observed that between 1961 and 1991 El Salvador experienced a decline in the land-poor
and landless population in both absolute and relative terms.24
Goodwin noted that neither poverty nor income inequality was unambiguously associated with the uneven development of revolutionary
movements in Central America. Nicaragua, for instance, was the least impoverished country of the region, but this did not sufﬁce to avert the formation of the powerful rebel group Sandinista National Liberation Front
(FSLN), which eventually took power in 1979.25 Honduras, in turn, had
similar levels of income inequality to Nicaragua, yet Honduran revolutionary groups posed a negligible threat to the government.26 In 1980
there was greater income inequality in El Salvador than in Nicaragua,
but revolution occurred only in the latter country.27 Landlessness and
land poverty were more severe in El Salvador and Guatemala than in
Nicaragua, but again, only in the latter country did the revolutionaries
succeed.28
In short, even though deep and persistent social and economic exclusions may have caused turmoil in Central America, this did not necessar-
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ily translate into a signiﬁcant insurrectionary challenge. This does not
imply that poverty and/or inequality were irrelevant to insurrection.
Clearly, the Central American rebel groups framed their discourse in
terms of class-related grievances and directly appealed to the resentment
of underprivileged sectors. However, to the extent that economic exclusion contributed to armed rebellion, it did so by interacting with a host
of other (arguably more relevant) factors, such as the persistence of
authoritarian regimes, pervasive repression, a speciﬁc ideological environment that granted legitimacy to socialism, and some conditions favourable for political organization, among others.
One might conclude from this, contrary to what Paris maintains, that,
by promoting a process of democratization and a lessening of state repression, liberal peacebuilding in Central America dealt with some of
the most important ‘‘root causes’’ of war. Poverty and inequality may still
be appalling in the region, but it is quite improbable that we will observe
the same constellation of factors that led to insurrection in the past.
At this stage it is worth re-examining the evidence on the effects
of economic liberalization in Central America. Has it been as detrimental as implied in the analysis presented by Paris and other critics of neoliberalism?

Economic liberalization in Central America: Curse, blessing
or something in-between?
Critics of economic liberalization have long argued that structural adjustment programmes entail dire social costs in the short term. Both the
numbers of the poor and the levels of inequality increased signiﬁcantly
in Latin America during the 1980s and 1990s, the period in which many
countries implemented structural adjustment programmes – often owing
to conditionalities imposed by the World Bank and the IMF.29
Did neo-liberalism spell hopeless deprivation for the underprivileged
sectors in El Salvador and Guatemala? If one crosschecks the expected
impact of neo-liberal reforms with the actual economic performance of
these two countries, a number of nuances come to the fore.
The macroeconomic situation in El Salvador has been referred to as
‘‘remarkably stable’’ since the adoption of neo-liberal reforms, with ‘‘an
inﬂation rate around 5%, low interest rates, slow but steady growth of
GDP ranging from 2.1 to 4.2% annually’’.30 Even though the annual
growth rate suffered a slowdown in El Salvador, falling from between 6
per cent and 7 per cent in the immediate aftermath of the peace accords
to about 2.7 per cent after 1995,31 neo-liberalism went hand in hand with
economic growth.
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Of course, it is one thing to generate wealth, and another thing to distribute it evenly. Neo-liberalism in El Salvador produced a trend towards
greater income inequality as well as a deterioration in real wages.32 Reportedly, 47.9 per cent of the active population are employed in the informal sector and receive less than the minimum wage, and privatization has
increased the cost of basic services.33
In addition to this, in 2001 El Salvador adopted the US dollar as its
currency, which was deemed an unnecessary measure that served the interests of only the ﬁnancial sector and large entrepreneurs.34 Contrary to
what some expected, dollarization did not have a positive impact on economic growth because many investors did not change their perception of
El Salvador as a ‘‘risky environment’’ because of its high levels of poverty, its insecurity and its lack of adequate infrastructure.35 Furthermore,
dollarization has entailed higher prices for the poor in the sense that
prices are rounded up when they are converted into dollars.36
In 2004 El Salvador embarked on yet another controversial initiative
by ratifying the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA).
Some analysts expected it to lead to greater hardship for workers owing
to the treaty’s disregard for international labour standards.37 Only time
will let us evaluate the pros and cons of this treaty.
On a brighter note, various studies reveal a sharp decrease in the level
of poverty in El Salvador. Government ﬁgures suggest that the proportion of the population in poverty decreased from 59.7 per cent in 1991 to
34.6 per cent in 2004.38 Using a different methodology, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) quotes a reduction in poverty
from 65 per cent of the population in 1992 to 43 per cent in 2002.39 The
World Bank also measured poverty in El Salvador, taking into account in
its calculations barter and other non-monetary income sources, which are
particularly important for rural households. With this new methodology
the World Bank concluded that, whereas in 1991 64.4 per cent of the
population were below the poverty line, the proportion dropped to 37.2
per cent in 2002.40 The percentage of the extremely poor, in turn, decreased from 31.2 per cent in 1991 to 15.4 per cent in 2002.41 The World
Bank admitted that El Salvador had experienced a slight increase in
levels of inequality since the mid-1990s (and also a slowdown in the
reduction in poverty since 2000), but overall these results are quite
impressive.
In terms of the Human Development Index (HDI), the World Bank
suggests that the poor have had better access to both education and
health care, which has reduced child malnutrition, and at the same time
longevity rates have increased.42 Another study conﬁrms that El Salvador has improved its literacy rates and that there has been a drop in infant mortality.43
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How does one explain such improvements? According to the World
Bank, El Salvador underwent several key economic changes in the 1990s
that helped to reduce poverty: (a) high rates of economic growth did
trickle down to the poor; (b) the proportion of people whose income depended on agriculture decreased substantially, which led to better living
standards for those who found alternative sources of income; (c) remittances from Salvadorans living abroad helped to raise the living standards of their families back home; and (d) greater social spending and
policies in favour of the poor also improved living standards.44
Some of these issues need further speciﬁcation. Trickle-down effects
were largely owing to the maquila sector, which ‘‘has provided many
jobs in the form of cheap, unskilled labor’’; however, owing to greater
competition in an increasingly difﬁcult international context, the sustainability of these industries is in doubt.45 Social spending rose from 5.4 per
cent of the gross domestic product (GDP) in 1994 to 8 per cent in 2002,
but tax revenues in El Salvador still rank among the lowest in the hemisphere, constraining the state’s social policies.46 Not surprisingly, social
expenditures have resulted in ‘‘negligible gains in many social and economic fronts’’.47
Poverty alleviation in El Salvador has been mainly the result of dramatic changes in the economy since the end of the war. After largely
depending on the export of agricultural commodities, El Salvador transformed its productive structure and now the service sector accounts for
50 per cent of GDP.48 The agricultural economy virtually collapsed, generating an ‘‘exodus from the devastated countryside to the Salvadoran
urban centers, the United States, and other countries’’.49 An estimated 2
million Salvadorans (25 per cent of the total population) live abroad,
which has eased competition for scarce jobs and diminished the number
of poor in this country.50 And family remittances sent by over 250,000
Salvadorans with Temporary Protected Status in the United States have
steadily increased over the years,51 helping to reduce poverty. According
to Holiday, migration and remittances have helped to reduce poverty
more than any state policies.52
Guatemala has also experienced economic growth, although at a
slower rate than El Salvador. From 1999, GDP growth in Guatemala
experienced a slowdown, hovering around 2.4 per cent between 2003
and 2004.53 In 2006, owing to macroeconomic stability, infrastructure
improvement and the jumpstart of CAFTA, GDP growth reached
4.6 per cent, which was the highest rate since 1998;54 the ﬁgure was
above 5 per cent in 2007. At the same time though, as a result of demographic tendencies, per capita growth averaged a mere 1.3 per cent
per year, which indicates that individual improvement has been almost
stagnant.55
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Although the government has raised taxes, improved the management
of ﬁnancial assets and increased its investment in infrastructure and human capital, Guatemala has scored ‘‘poorly on most governance indicators’’ according to the UNDP.56 The goals of a ﬁscal pact signed in 2000
in order to increase revenues and improve the state’s use of ﬁnancial resources were reached belatedly in 2007, yet Guatemala still scores poorly
in terms of tax revenues compared with other Latin American countries.
Relatively low levels of taxation, combined with the fact that the government has had to reconstruct villages that were destroyed by the war,
compensate war victims and deal with natural disasters, have placed severe constraints on social expenditures.57
Various authors note that, despite the fact that Guatemala has enjoyed
macroeconomic stability and low inﬂation rates, economic growth has not
favoured the poorest sectors of society.58 And, even though the ofﬁcial
unemployment rate is low, the levels of underemployment are reportedly
substantial.59
Poverty is widespread and far more severe in rural – rather than urban
– areas. The United Nations reports that 70 per cent of all Guatemalans
living in extreme poverty are indigenous people (Mayans), and this country is second only to Brazil in terms of the disparities between rich and
poor in Latin America.60 Inequality actually increased between 1989
and 2002: the poorest 20 per cent of the population went from receiving
2.7 per cent of the national income to only 1.7 per cent.61 Many people
work in the agricultural sector, where gender disparities are huge: whereas
86.5 per cent of rural men have a job, only 24 per cent of women do.62
A World Bank report also indicates that Guatemala has high rates of
child malnutrition and that the country has made slow progress in health
and education.63 The Guatemalan government spends less on education
than any other Latin American country.64 Not surprisingly, Guatemala
has had low levels of school enrolment, and the shortage of human capital in this country has resulted in low levels of productivity among the
workforce.65
In recent years, Guatemala has also experienced profound changes in
its economic structure. Unlike El Salvador, where the service sector
partly replaced agriculture, in Guatemala the agricultural sector has
maintained its share of GDP.66 However, with the decline of the coffee
economy other agro-exports have gained prominence, for example sugar
and various non-traditional agricultural exports (snow peas, broccoli and
mangoes).67 Even though these new agro-exports have demonstrated
economic dynamism, the beneﬁts of this transformation in agriculture
have not yet reached the poor.68
In short, compared with El Salvador, Guatemala has not fared well if
one examines different economic indicators. Nevertheless, the UN and
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the World Bank challenge the argument that economic liberalization has
had a negative impact tout court. A 2003 World Bank report on Guatemala notes that the proportion of poor dropped from 62.0 per cent of
the population in 1989 to 56.2 per cent in 2000;69 in 2001 there was a
slight increase to 56.6 per cent owing to an economic crisis, and this trend
continued in 2002, when the percentage of poor stood at 57.0 per cent
according to the UNDP.70 According to a 2006 survey by the Instituto
Nacional de Estadı́stica of Guatemala, the proportion of poor had fallen
further to 51.0 per cent, which provides some grounds for optimism.71 In
addition, between 1995 and 1999 the HDI of Guatemala improved, and
surveys indicate that a majority of people perceived that their living conditions were improving.72 A study by the UNDP also indicates a decline
in poverty in Guatemala.73
One might conclude that, despite all the pessimistic expectations concerning the impact of economic liberalization, in both countries there
has been a reduction in poverty. Perhaps neo-liberalism has not redressed many structural problems in the region, but it has achieved an
overall reduction in the number of people suffering absolute economic
deprivation, especially in El Salvador.

What about endemic violence?
The ﬁgures included in the previous section help us moderate some of
the most pessimistic expectations as regards neo-liberalism. In fact, by
reducing their poverty levels, El Salvador and – to a lesser extent –
Guatemala muddled through some of the anticipated negative effects of
neo-liberalism. However, economic indicators tell only part of the story.
This section examines the evolution of violence in both Guatemala and
El Salvador in order to assess the prospects for peace consolidation.
Violence reached dramatic levels in Central America during the postwar years. Table 16.1 shows statistics for Guatemala and El Salvador (not
Nicaragua, because data for this country are unreliable). The most worrying statistics concern Guatemala. During the last decade of war (1986–
1996) there were between 1,500 and 2,000 homicides per year in Guatemala.74 In 1997, the year after the warring factions signed peace accords,
the number of homicides stood at 3,998, a ﬁgure that decreased to 2,655
in 1999. But, beginning in 2000, Guatemala has experienced a relentless
upward trend in the number of homicides, from 2,904 in 2000 to 5,885
in 2006. In other words, during the post-conﬂict period the number of
homicides per year was more than double the average annual number of
murders during the last decade of war, and since 2000 the homicide rate
has risen every year.
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On the other hand, as Table 16.1 shows, El Salvador offers some
grounds for hope. The levels of violence peaked shortly after the government and the FMLN (Farabundo Martı́ National Liberation Front)
signed the Chapultepec Peace Accords in 1992, reaching between 7,500
and 8,000 homicides per year in 1994 and 1995. But beginning in 1999
the violence was curbed: the estimates in Table 16.1 reveal that (excluding the anomalous year 2002) there were between 3,500 and 4,000 murders per year from 1999 to 2005. The ﬁgures are rather ambiguous in
this case, because, given its ratio of 54.7 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants, El Salvador was considered to be the most violent country in Latin
America in 2005 (followed by Honduras, Guatemala and Colombia).75
Yet this ratio obscures the fact that the absolute number of homicides decreased by about 50 per cent beginning in 1999.
In any event, the general picture is very worrying. Even after both
wars ended, an alarming number of people continued to be killed in
these two countries. How can one possibly speak of peace if far more
people are killed now than during the armed conﬂict? And how can one
explain such high levels of violence if poverty has supposedly declined?
Should one blame the structural adjustment programmes? I would argue
partly so, but one has to examine several additional factors.
Most of the post-war violence is the result not of ideological issues but
of crime.76 High homicide and criminality rates in Central America have
been explained in relation to ‘‘a regional ‘crisis of governance,’ whereby
economic liberalization, weak democratization and intensiﬁed globalization have undermined states and their ability to command a monopoly
over the use of violence’’.77 A report on Guatemala, for instance, mentions that crime has been out of control and many ordinary citizens are
committing revenge killings against delinquents.78 The widespread availability of guns during the post-war years and a lack of conﬁdence in the
security forces and the justice system have also facilitated the upsurge in
violence.79
State weakness and neo-liberal reforms may partly explain the violence, yet three additional factors have played a role: culture, gangs and
– in the case of Guatemala – lynchings (linchamientos) of delinquents.
Each of these factors requires explanation.
Different authors have argued that protracted war in Guatemala and
El Salvador left in place a violent culture that is resilient to change. Surveys in Guatemala indicate that many people consider extrajudicial killings to be both ‘‘positive and necessary’’.80 In similar vein, two survey
studies conducted in El Salvador in 1998 and 2003 found that many Salvadorans accept the widespread use of violence, casting doubt on the
efﬁcacy of programmes carried out by the government and several nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) aimed at preventing violence.81

Table 16.1 Homicides in El Salvador and Guatemala, 1994–2006

Guatemala
El Salvador

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

n.a.
7,673

3,260
7,877

3,619
6,792

3,998
n.a.

3,310
n.a.

2,655
3,845

2,904
3,551

3,230
3,590

3,631
2,835

4,237
3,536

4,507
3,897

5,338
3,778

5,885
n.a.

Sources: El Salvador – General Attorney’s Ofﬁce; Guatemala – National Civilian Police, quoted in PNUD, Informe Estadı́stico
de la Violencia en Guatemala (Guatemala: Magna Terra Editores, 2007), p. 19.

347

348

CARLO NASI

Some authors consider that this acceptance of violence as a ‘‘normal
fact of life’’ is a by-product of the country’s historical cycles of ‘‘state repression and popular resistance or rebellion [that] consolidated a pattern
that mediated class and ethnic conﬂict with violence’’.82 As argued by
Chavez:
The systematic and protracted use of state terror reinforced cultural attitudes
with regard to resolving various kinds of conﬂict – personal, communal and social – in Salvadoran society. Indeed the psychosocial effects of political violence
not only reinforced violent cultural patterns among the direct participants of
the civil war but in society as a whole.83

This argument is fully applicable to Guatemala, where the security forces
committed even more atrocities than those in El Salvador. In sum, the
presence of a violent culture in Guatemala and El Salvador may partly
explain why many people tend to solve disputes by force.
One may add that an important percentage of the ‘‘new violence’’ in
Guatemala and El Salvador is gang related. Although there are no reliable statistics on the proportion of crime actually committed by the gangs
(or maras), and ‘‘not all violent crime can be attributed to youth
gangs’’,84 many people blame such groups for a great proportion of present-day violence in Central America.85 Estimates for Guatemala City in
the mid-1990s are of between 53 and 330 gangs.86 In El Salvador, reportedly up to 20,000 people are members of the maras.87
As in the case of a violent culture, the proliferation of gangs may be
partly considered as a legacy of war. In fact, armed conﬂicts in Guatemala and El Salvador displaced many people and a sizeable number of
Central American refugees ended up in the United States. Some of
these individuals joined the Mara Salvatrucha, an extremely violent
gang that got involved in drug trafﬁcking. The US government eventually
repatriated many gang members to Central America because they were
also illegal immigrants, and back home these individuals formed similar
gangs. This helped to spur new cycles of violence.
Another violent pattern that is speciﬁc to Guatemala has to do with the
lynching of (for the most part) petty criminals. This is prima facie evidence that the state has been unable to provide a minimum of justice during the post-conﬂict period, driving citizens to take justice into their own
hands. Recent studies reveal that this phenomenon entails levels of complexity that go beyond state failure.
Handy, for instance, mentions one particular case in which folk beliefs
about witchcraft and the abduction of children played a role in the lynching of a black-dressed Japanese tourist who was taking pictures of Mayan
children.88 In another case, a local community lynched a judge after he
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applied the law in a way that was deemed offensive by local residents because it went against indigenous customary law.89 The latter example indicates that, on certain occasions, linchamientos are not the result of
state failure but rather express some form of resistance to the very attempt to apply the law to indigenous communities that have a different
standard of justice. These are exceptions to the rule though, and one
might conclude that failure of the system of justice explains most cases
of linchamientos.
Admittedly, market reforms did not help generate enough employment
for former combatants, discharged soldiers and dwellers in depressed urban areas, which partly explains why the criminality rates in Guatemala
and El Salvador have soared. The layoff of state employees and neoliberal constraints on social policies have meant additional hardships
for underprivileged sectors, which, combined with the availability of
guns, may have contributed to the upsurge in violence. Nevertheless,
neo-liberalism does not adequately explain all violence-related problems.
Despite the fact that structural adjustment programmes have had some
negative effects, El Salvador and Guatemala somehow managed to reduce their poverty levels. In addition, an important proportion of the
‘‘new’’ violence is caused by various legacies of protracted war, such as a
culture of violence, the repatriation of gang members and state weakness.
The worrying levels of violence in Guatemala (compared with El Salvador) suggest that state-building has been more ﬂawed in this country.
In fact, the Guatemalan state has been unable to control the upward
trend in criminality. What does this say about UN-led peacebuilding
efforts? Was there a greater neglect of state-building in Guatemala compared with El Salvador? The evidence in this regard points in the opposite direction.

Peacebuilding in Guatemala and El Salvador
Peace accords in El Salvador (1992) and Guatemala (1996) helped to
bring war to an end and established truly competitive, multi-party elections. At the same time, one of the striking contrasts between El Salvador and Guatemala concerns the levels of compliance with the peace
agreements. Whereas El Salvador exempliﬁes almost full compliance
with the peace accords, in Guatemala non-compliance has been quite extensive. This contrast is signiﬁcant considering that the UN opted for the
‘‘liberal peace’’ thesis in El Salvador, whereas its peacebuilding approach
to Guatemala came much closer to the IBL formula. High levels of noncompliance in Guatemala have not led to a return to war, but they have
negatively affected the quality of peace.
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Why does one observe such different degrees of compliance in the two
countries? Were there any problematic aspects with the implementation
of the IBL formula? In order to answer these questions I will refer to
three different factors: (a) the complexity of the accords; (b) procedural
and political aspects related to the implementation of the peace agreements; and (c) the different roles played by the United Nations Observer
Mission in El Salvador (ONUSAL) and the United Nations Veriﬁcation
Mission in Guatemala (MINUGUA).

Complexity
The Salvadoran peace accords were fairly simple, focusing on demilitarization and guaranteeing greater respect for civil and political rights. The
accords reduced the size and redeﬁned the function of the military forces,
whose role was conﬁned to defending the country’s borders, rather than
maintaining public order.90 The army was also ‘‘puriﬁed’’ through an ad
hoc commission that recommended the dismissal of over 100 military
ofﬁcers who had a problematic human rights record.91
In addition, the peace agreements entailed the creation of a new National Civil Police (PNC) to replace the corrupt and brutal National Police. The new police force was placed under civilian rather than military
control and 60 per cent of its new recruits consisted of people who had
not served as combatants during the war and were trained in a new police
academy. In spite of some ﬂaws, the performance of the new Salvadoran
police has been deemed acceptable. According to Stanley: ‘‘Although the
PNC’s performance was imperfect, particularly in the face of a massive
post-war crime wave, it was far more efﬁcient, responsive, transparent
and accountable than the old police.’’92 Another analyst provides a
more positive assessment by noting that ‘‘the Salvadoran police remains
one of the most successful and far-reaching reforms undertaken under
the Peace Accords’’.93
The Salvadoran accords also changed the selection procedure for the
judges of the Supreme Court of Justice and limited the jurisdiction of military courts. Since the 1992 peace accords, the courts have become modern and independent, while adopting procedures to speed up the delivery
of justice. Even though criminal activities remain substantial, the levels of
impunity have decreased and the number of guilty verdicts in homicide
cases has tripled.94
A landmark in the process of judicial reform was the appointment of
a new Supreme Court of Justice in 1994. It was ‘‘far more ideologically
diverse and professionally competent than its predecessor, and it began
a process of purging the lower courts of incompetent and corrupt
judges’’.95 This was followed by important reforms of criminal procedure
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in 1996 and the penal code in 1997, which also had positive effects. Overall, judicial reform has been relatively successful.
As part of the peace accords, a ‘‘Truth Commission’’ was charged with
investigating gross human rights violations committed during the civil
war. Although the Truth Commission had a limited mandate and impact,
it named the perpetrators and also helped to heal the wounds of war.96
Unfortunately, shortly after the signing of the peace accords, the Congress, which was dominated by the Nationalist Republican Alliance
(ARENA), passed a blanket amnesty law that prevented ‘‘not only criminal prosecutions, but also civil suits against human rights violators’’.97
Finally, the peace accords included some reforms to make the hitherto
exclusionary electoral system more representative and democratic.98 All
this helped to democratize and modernize the Salvadoran political system. The peace accords introduced better checks and balances among
the state branches and produced substantial gains in terms of demilitarization, electoral fairness, tolerance and freedom of expression.
The accords did not include any measures relating to economic redistribution, but this was because, shortly after being elected, President
Cristiani started peace negotiations with the FMLN as well as a process
of structural adjustment. By invoking his electoral mandate, Cristiani refused to negotiate his economic agenda with the FMLN; after all, he had
been elected in order to enact neo-liberal measures. On the other hand,
during the peace negotiations the FMLN decided to focus on changing
what it considered to be the major distorting factor in the functioning of
democracy: the coercive apparatus of the state.99
At ﬁrst glance the Guatemalan peace accords are far more impressive
than the Salvadoran ones. They comprised 11 partial agreements containing approximately 400 commitments.100 Analysts have referred to these
peace accords as ‘‘the closest thing to a nation’s project that consulted
different sectors at different moments’’101 and ‘‘a truly negotiated settlement with major concessions from both sides’’.102
On closer inspection, however, the accords seem to be inferior to those
of El Salvador, displaying a combination of wishful thinking, excessive
complexity and ambiguity. The implementation of the accords was also
ﬂawed owing to half-hearted compliance by the government, the political
weakness and illegitimacy of the URNG,103 and structural problems besetting MINUGUA, among other reasons. Several legacies of the accords
are worth mentioning.
The peace accords helped to democratize Guatemala because they allowed the political participation of the hitherto excluded URNG. However, one should note that the URNG has been too weak to challenge
the status quo, so it has been fairly easy for right-wing sectors to demonstrate ‘‘tolerance’’ of the former rebel group. Compliance was acceptable
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in Guatemala in the case of the so-called ‘‘operative accords’’, which concerned the establishment of a deﬁnitive ceaseﬁre, the demobilization of
rebel forces and the return of refugees.104 In other areas, however, the
accords have made little progress.
As regards demilitarization, the parties had agreed to remove any public security functions from the army, to reduce its budget and personnel
by one-third, to create a civilian police force and to form a new intelligence agency to handle internal security matters.105 Initially, the downsizing of the military turned out to be largely ﬁctitious because the
Guatemalan army reported more troops than it actually had; in fact it
got rid of some soldiers while maintaining on the roster all its ofﬁcers
and specialists.106 Only in 2004 was the number of troops reduced to
15,500 in compliance with the peace agreements.107 In addition, the government dissolved the Ambulatory Military Police and created a Secretariat for Strategic Analysis.108
At the same time, contrary to the spirit and content of the peace accords, the military doctrine remained unchanged until 2004; the Presidential Chief of Staff was not dismantled before 2003, and the army has
remained involved in internal security functions. As regards the military
budget, according to MINUGUA it was reduced from 0.99 per cent of
GDP in 1995 to 0.68 per cent in 1999, but then it rose to 0.83 per cent in
2000 and 0.96 per cent in 2001.109 In 2002 the military budget was 0.70
per cent of GDP, and it rose to 0.72 per cent in 2003. Only during the
Berger administration was the military budget reduced to the target set
by the peace accords (no more than 0.66 per cent of GDP), reaching
0.44 per cent in 2004 and 0.33 per cent in 2005.110 And, in contrast to
what occurred in El Salvador, in Guatemala there was no purging of the
army by an impartial commission – only a watered-down self-purge during the Arzú administration.111
I might also mention that, although the peace accords demanded the
dismantling of the feared armed civilian patrols (PACs),112 the army insisted that these would be transformed into ‘‘committees for peace and
development’’, whose functions were never speciﬁed or differentiated
from those of the civilian patrols.113 Many former patrollers have maintained close contacts with the army and apparently continue to intimidate
local communities. During the elections of 1999 and 2003, for instance,
the Frente Republicano Guatemalteco – the political party of former
dictator General Efraı́n Rı́os Montt – resorted to these ‘‘committees’’ to
intimidate opposition groups.114 In sum, there was only partial or late
compliance as regards demilitarization and critical aspects have remained
unchanged.
As in El Salvador, the Guatemalan peace accords mandated the creation of a new National Civil Police (PNC). In compliance with a target
set by the peace accords, by 2001 the Guatemalan government had de-
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ployed 20,000 policemen throughout the country. However, the new police force has been deemed to be both inefﬁcient and prone to commit
human rights violations.115 Various sources indicate the existence of
‘‘growing concern about police abuses’’, such as the killing of detainees
and street children.116 A recent police reform promoted by President
Oscar Berger in order to ﬁght against delinquency and gangs achieved
few (if any) positive results.117
Part of the problem is that many individuals who joined the PNC were
former members of institutions that were dismantled owing to their terrible human rights record, such as the National Police and the Treasury
Police.118 In addition, the new police force has remained under army
tutelage119 and corruption is pervasive.
The peace accords also entailed creating new institutions of justice and
expanding the national coverage of courts, and both objectives received
signiﬁcant support from the United States Agency for International Development (USAID).120 However, a 2003 report on human rights by
MINUGUA noted that the situation in Guatemala had got worse as a result of: (1) the lynching of many alleged criminals; (2) threats against
members of the justice system and human rights defenders; (3) widespread impunity; (4) inefﬁciency on behalf of the police, the ofﬁce of the
Attorney General and the judiciary; (5) widespread attacks by illegal
groups and a clandestine security apparatus. This report argued that
the deterioration that Guatemala experienced between 2001 and 2003
was caused by the stagnation of the peace process, and to the fact that
neither democratization nor the peace had brought the rule of law to
Guatemala.121
The Guatemalan peace accords also established a Truth Commission
(the Comision de Esclarecimiento Historico, CEH), which turned out to
be weaker than the Salvadoran Commission. The ﬁnal report of the
Truth Commission of El Salvador included the names of several perpetrators of gross human rights violations, which individualized responsibility and led to some kind of social sanction. In Guatemala, however, the
Truth Commission was prevented from doing this.122 As a consequence,
any individual responsibility was subsumed into impersonal, institutional
responsibilities. A parallel effort undertaken by the Catholic Church to
tell the truth without restrictions, the REMHI project, ended with the assassination of its leader, Monseñor Gerardi, the day after the publication
of its ﬁnal report in 1998. And, just like in El Salvador, the Guatemalan
government passed a blanket amnesty that protected both the military
and the guerrillas from penal responsibilities. In short, the Guatemalan
peace accords did little to deliver justice.
The Guatemalan accords were also expected to redress a major shortcoming of the Salvadoran accords in relation to economic reforms. However, this did not entail the creation of a welfare state. In fact, the

354

CARLO NASI

Consulting Group of the World Bank offered to ﬁnance 75 per cent of
the cost of implementing the Guatemalan peace accords, but (along with
the IMF) conditioned this aid on the adoption by the Guatemalan government of a neo-liberal agenda.123
Nevertheless, the socioeconomic accord brought some economic beneﬁts to Guatemala. Investment in health and education more than
doubled, and there was a substantial increase in paved highways and
in the number of people with access to electricity.124 But the accords
did not introduce any distributive economic measures, nor did they
change the land property structure, while endorsing a neo-liberal model
of development.
In sum, non-compliance in Guatemala was partly to the result of the
very complexity of the peace accords. The greater the number of issues
included in a peace agenda, the more difﬁcult the implementation phase.
Of course, political factors also played a central role, as I will argue in the
following sections.

Procedural (and political) factors
Procedures do matter for the adequate implementation of peace accords.
In El Salvador, the FMLN was fully aware that the reforms negotiated at
the bargaining table would lack any legal force if they were not included
in the constitution. Thus, this rebel group conditioned its demobilization
upon the adoption of a constitutional reform. Amending the 1983 Salvadoran constitution was no easy matter. It took strong pressure from the
UN, the European Community, the Central American presidents, the
US Congress and President Bush to make the Salvadoran Assembly
vote in favour of the reforms in due time.125 But in the end the FMLN
handed in its weapons after the constitution was amended.
In Guatemala, in contrast, even though the warring factions had
agreed to carry out constitutional reform in order to give the peace accords a juridical underpinning, the URNG demobilized long before any
agreed-upon transformations were introduced into the legal system. By
doing so, this rebel group was prevented from using its own demobilization as a bargaining chip to attain any constitutional changes.
In fact, the constitutional reform had to follow a particular procedure
in Guatemala: ﬁrst, a two-thirds majority of members of parliament had
to approve the provisions agreed upon with the rebels, and then the reform had to be ratiﬁed (as a package, not article by article) by a national
referendum.126 Following a long debate, the Guatemalan Congress eventually approved the reforms, albeit with several modiﬁcations. When the
government eventually carried out a referendum in May 1999, abstention
levels reached 81.45 per cent of voters and none of the reforms were ap-
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proved.127 In consequence, the peace accords never acquired full legal
status.
Explaining why so many people voted against the reforms is beyond
the scope of this chapter. The point that I wish to make is that procedures
and politics partly explain why in Guatemala the reforms agreed upon
with the URNG were not adopted. The URNG was far less able than
the FMLN to forcefully demand constitutional transformations, and its
negligible popular support partly explains the defeat of the referendum.
Even if some provisions of the accords were implemented afterwards –
owing to the goodwill of some governments – powerful sectors of the
Guatemalan elite were radically opposed to some speciﬁc agreements,
preventing their implementation.

The role of ONUSAL and MINUGUA
Another aspect that may help explain the different degrees of compliance
with the peace accords concerns the role played by the peacebuilding
missions ONUSAL in El Salvador and MINUGUA in Guatemala. In
general terms, ONUSAL was far more effective than MINUGUA.
ONUSAL was deployed before the warring factions signed a deﬁnitive
truce, and initially comprised a mission of 30 human rights observers.
These observers were commissioned to investigate human rights abuses
and to follow up any actions aimed at punishing the perpetrators.128
During the implementation phase of the peace accords, this division continued to record facts and undertake good ofﬁces in the search for remedies to the human rights situation. It also supported the training of
Salvadoran judges, helped the armed forces to adopt a democratic doctrine, and revised the curricula of military academies.129
In January 1992, after the signing of the deﬁnitive peace accords,
ONUSAL was enlarged with two new divisions: a military one and a police one. The military division veriﬁed the ceaseﬁre, the redeployment of
the Salvadoran armed forces and the concentration of FMLN combatants
into special areas. This division also kept inventories of weapons and personnel, and helped in the clearing of mineﬁelds. The military division was
initially composed of 380 observers, and it was reduced in size after accomplishing its prescribed tasks.130
The police division of ONUSAL, in turn, was composed of 631 observers who monitored the activities of the National Police during a transition
period, and between October 1992 and July 1993 supervised and gave
instruction to the Auxiliary Transitory Police. In addition, the police
division monitored the admission procedures to the police academies
and supported the human rights courses taught there. Afterwards, this
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division helped with the logistics of the new National Civil Police and
evaluated its performance.131
The mandate of ONUSAL was enlarged again in May 1993, when
the Salvadoran government requested UN observers for the 1994 presidential elections. An electoral division of ONUSAL was deployed between September 1993 and May 1994. Before leaving El Salvador, this
division certiﬁed that the elections won by ARENA had been free, safe
and competitive.132
ONUSAL concluded its mission in April 1995. In a ﬁnal report
issued to the Security Council, the UN Secretary-General celebrated
ONUSAL’s achievements, but also emphasized that some pending issues
had to be resolved in order to fully implement the peace accords,
including:
the full deployment of a new Civil National Police; the completion of the demobilization of the old military controlled National Police; the reform of the judicial and electoral systems; the transfer of land to former combatants and the
conclusion of some important economic reintegration programs for their beneﬁt; the implementation of the recommendations of the Commission of the
Truth; and the completion of the ongoing process to extend all public services
to the former conﬂict zones.133

This seems to be quite a long list. However, after ONUSAL left El Salvador neither the FMLN nor other political groups complained of irregularities or problems of non-compliance with the peace accords, which
suggests that either some of the issues were quickly resolved or the degree of compliance was deemed acceptable by local parties.
The UN also assisted the implementation of the Guatemalan peace
accords with the peacekeeping/peacebuilding mission MINUGUA. As in
El Salvador, the UN sent a small contingent of human rights observers
to Guatemala before a ceaseﬁre came into effect. But, in contrast to
ONUSAL, which was structured according to divisions, the deployment
of MINUGUA was deﬁned thematically, including experts on the different issues of the peace accords.134
MINUGUA performed some important tasks: It helped implement the peace
accords by giving technical support to local counterparts, rescheduled commitments whenever there were delays or problems of compliance with the peace
accords, and resolved disputes on the interpretation of speciﬁc provisions of
the peace agreements. This mission also provided a sense of security to demobilized guerrillas who feared assassination.135

At the same time, MINUGUA apparently committed serious mistakes
while verifying the implementation of the peace accords. According to a
senior ofﬁcial of the Guatemalan Truth Commission, from an early date
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this UN mission assumed a ‘‘non-judgemental attitude’’ – it stopped condemning abuses and problems of non-compliance, and limited its role to
supporting institutions.136 Another ofﬁcial of the Truth Commission
agreed with this assessment by noting that MINUGUA turned a blind
eye toward the government’s lack of compliance with speciﬁc agreements, instead of demanding that state agencies honour their commitments. In particular, he mentioned that MINUGUA took no action
when the government failed to introduce legal controls on military intelligence agencies, in clear breach of the accords.137
A former MINUGUA ofﬁcial admitted that the chief of mission Jean
Arnault assumed a non-intrusive style from the very beginning that
underutilized his international prestige.138 My interviewee added that
the chief of MINUGUA was reluctant to publicize anything related
to the veriﬁcation of the implementation of the accords, and that
MINUGUA’s reports were toned down (and the texts changed) to please
the Guatemalan government.139
Admittedly, the non-intrusive style was partly a by-product of the hostile environment encountered by MINUGUA. On the one hand, as a
MINUGUA ofﬁcial explained, President Arzú agreed with some aspects
of the peace accords but not with others, which placed strict limits on
compliance. On the other hand, MINUGUA’s relations with the army
were difﬁcult, because the Guatemalan military opposed any intrusion
into their internal affairs.140 Indeed, this mission was under attack by
rightist sectors that saw it as an ally of the URNG, and one might add
that the government of President Portillo (2000–2004) assumed an
openly uncooperative attitude toward MINUGUA.
Another MINUGUA ofﬁcial added that this mission had only half the
personnel of ONUSAL despite the fact that the Guatemalan peace accords were far more complex than the Salvadoran ones.141 And whereas
ONUSAL was able to resort to standardized UN procedures such as
those relating to the veriﬁcation of human rights violations, MINUGUA
had to ﬁgure out by itself what to do on the ground with many complex
topics of the Guatemalan peace accords.142
These arguments about the alleged limitations of MINUGUA require
some nuances though. Part of the personnel of MINUGUA consisted of
former members of ONUSAL, who already had experience in peacebuilding activities, which was a clear advantage over the Salvadoran mission. MINUGUA was also deployed for a whole decade (1994–2004),
whereas the Salvadoran mission functioned for only four years (1991–
1995). In addition, the operational budget of MINUGUA turned out
to be far larger than that of ONUSAL. MINUGUA’s total cost was
US$203 million (an estimated US$20 million per year, though this ﬁgure
may be lower than actual expenditures), against barely US$103 million
for ONUSAL (US$27 million per year).143
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In some regards the smaller deployment by MINUGUA seems to be
justiﬁable. For instance, ONUSAL deployed 380 military observers
against MINUGUA’s 132, but one should bear in mind that the FMLN
comprised about 12,000 combatants, whereas the URNG numbered only
about 3,000. In any event, considering its ambitious institution-building
tasks, perhaps MINUGUA was short of personnel in other areas.
In sum, on the one hand MINUGUA’s tasks were more complex than
those of ONUSAL, and the Guatemalan mission also encountered a
more hostile environment than the Salvadoran mission. On the other
hand, MINUGUA was deployed for a longer period of time, had a larger
budget and had personnel with peacebuilding experience in the region.
If these factors cancelled one another out, one would have observed a
similar outcome in the two countries. Why then did the domestic situation deteriorate far more in Guatemala than in El Salvador? Does this
tell us something about peacebuilding and the IBL thesis?

Veriﬁcation vs. institution-building
Unlike ONUSAL – which essentially just veriﬁed the accords – MINUGUA engaged in extensive institution-building efforts. In fact, ONUSAL
did partly pursue institution-building activities because it helped to create
the new civilian police force and it trained judges. MINUGUA, in turn,
was expected to denounce episodes of non-compliance with the peace accords – even if its performance was ﬂawed.
Overall, however, institution-building efforts were far more profound
in Guatemala. The very complex nature of the Guatemalan peace accords demanded a greater emphasis on these activities. As noted by one
author:
MINUGUA pursued institution-building activities with a particular emphasis
on the justice system, public security, the promotion of a multicultural, multilingual, and multiethnic state education, the promotion and dissemination of
the content of the Peace Accords, and support for the creation of a culture of
respect for human rights in Guatemala.144

It would appear that MINUGUA had also learned from ONUSAL that
greater effort had to be devoted to strengthening local institutions. One
interviewee suggested that, if MINUGUA merely focused on veriﬁcation
tasks (as ONUSAL did), it would only record negative events without
contributing any solutions.145 Thus, MINUGUA engaged in institutionbuilding in order to redress this perceived deﬁciency of ONUSAL.
A MINUGUA ofﬁcial expanded on this by noting that the Guatemalan
peace accords were built on questionable premises. Compliance with several agreements presumed the existence of a strong state, whereas the
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Guatemalan institutions were weak and lacked human and ﬁnancial resources as well as administrative capacity.146
Initially, MINUGUA both veriﬁed compliance with the peace accords
and pursued institution-building activities. But then a dilemma became
apparent: whereas veriﬁcation tasks produced friction with state agencies,
the strengthening of Guatemalan institutions demanded the encouragement of friendly relations with those same entities.147 Indeed, MINUGUA received some threats after denouncing irregularities and instances
of non-compliance with the peace accords. Faced with danger, it seems
that MINUGUA opted for emphasizing institution-building activities
and maintaining friendly relations with the government and other state
agencies, even at the cost of downplaying its own veriﬁcation tasks.
International donors also fostered institution-building in Guatemala
by pouring in unprecedented amounts of ﬁnancial aid during the postconﬂict period.148 Estimates for the years 1990–1995 (before any deﬁnitive peace accords were signed) show that Guatemala received about
US$200 million per year; for the period 1996–2002 donors tripled that
ﬁgure, reaching an average of US$600 million per year.149
Although the Guatemalan accords were so broad that it became difﬁcult to separate ‘‘development aid’’ from ‘‘peacebuilding aid’’, the ﬂow
of aid has been referred to as ‘‘enormous’’: in 2004 alone, more than 500
projects were being implemented.150 The aid included electoral, human
rights and media assistance.151 One of the areas that received more resources, and where the impact was allegedly ‘‘most evident’’, related to
human rights, in particular ‘‘through on-site veriﬁcation of human rights,
support for institutions like the Human Rights Ombudsman’s Ofﬁce and
COPREDEH, for the Historical Clariﬁcation Commission (CEH), for
law enforcement institutions like the National Police and for human
rights NGOs’’.152
All this reveals a paradox concerning peacebuilding in Guatemala. Apparently both the UN and international donors made strenuous institution-building efforts in this country, placing emphasis on human rights
and the judicial sector. In addition, Guatemala received greater amounts
of ﬁnancial aid than El Salvador. However, these efforts did not sufﬁce in
terms of containing or reversing the upward spiral of homicides, lynching
and the like. So what went wrong?

Theoretical and practical problems with the IBL formula:
Institution-building as an open question
Neither Guatemala nor El Salvador strictly followed the sequence suggested by Paris in his IBL formula: in neither country did institutionbuilding efforts precede political and/or economic liberalization. Yet
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Guatemala came much closer to IBL, in the sense that both the UN and
international donors emphasized institution-building tasks, which occurred alongside political and economic liberalization. If MINUGUA
came much closer than ONUSAL to the diagnosis and prescriptions suggested by Paris, why did it achieve weaker results? Does this invalidate
(at least partly) the IBL thesis? Or is the general diagnosis right, but institutionalization in Guatemala turned out to be ﬂawed owing to the particular circumstances of this country?
Carothers reminds us that the main obstacles to institution-building are
of a political rather than a technical or ﬁnancial nature.153 Guatemala is
a case in point. In fact, there was plenty of both technical and ﬁnancial
assistance to Guatemala, and neither the government nor any other
group in Guatemala ever attempted to curtail the ﬂow of international
aid. Yet, domestic pressures seemingly distorted the whole peacebuilding
effort.
Admittedly, MINUGUA encountered a rather hostile environment in
Guatemala, which may have had a negative impact in terms not only of
its veriﬁcation tasks but also of its institution-building endeavours. If institution-building entailed creating an efﬁcient, transparent and accountable state apparatus, and this, in turn, negatively affected some vested
interests, it is not surprising that the UN mission encountered ﬁerce resistance from the beneﬁciaries of the status quo.
Probably, the fact that MINUGUA renounced a more assertive veriﬁcation role set limits upon its own institution-building efforts. An
excessively conciliatory attitude towards problems of non-compliance
worked at cross-purposes with the attempt to produce deep institutional
changes. As long as MINUGUA focused on carrots (such as workshops and training activities) while renouncing sticks in instances of noncompliance, there was little hope of producing any deep transformations
in Guatemala.
Another possibility is that international aid to Guatemala primarily
served the interests of donor countries and/or was used in a very inefﬁcient manner. A report notes that ‘‘few studies have tracked the
destination, administration, and impact of the ﬂow of international
assistance’’.154 Researchers found that recipient institutions were very
reluctant to share information about the amounts they received and how
the money was used, and different donors had particular ways of classifying their aid, which posed signiﬁcant methodological problems for followup.155 If substantial amounts of funding and numerous projects yielded
poor results, one is tempted to conclude either that the main beneﬁciaries
of the aid were some international bureaucracies, or that the money went
to poorly designed, low-impact projects.
A related hypothesis is that the lack of state capacity in Guatemala had
reached critical proportions, to the point that, no matter what the amount
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of foreign aid, there was little hope of containing the violence. Perhaps
Guatemala was trailing way behind El Salvador in terms of its institutional capacity, and this explains why El Salvador was able to partly contain the violence, in contrast to Guatemala.
Either way, the differences between these two cases help to moderate
our expectations regarding the IBL formula. In principle, building state
capacity before liberalizing the polity or the economy seems to be a reasonable and defensible idea. But, as the Guatemalan case shows, sometimes pouring money into a country and undertaking ‘‘projects’’ does
not bring us any closer to building effective state institutions.
Instead of endorsing IBL (or rejecting the ‘‘liberal peace’’ thesis),
peacebuilders should analyse, in depth, the conditions under which different approaches succeed. With hindsight, applying the ‘‘liberal peace’’
thesis in El Salvador was a sound decision, whereas UN-led institutionbuilding efforts in Guatemala did not achieve the expected results. One
could easily conjecture that applying the IBL formula in several African
or Asian countries – where the implementation context is far more difﬁcult than in Guatemala – would probably end in failure. The Guatemalan
case has taught us that, in order to engage in effective institutionbuilding, the United Nations should (at the least) not renounce the role
of assertive veriﬁcation. Yet this is only a small piece of the IBL puzzle:
our knowledge about how to build effective state institutions – not to
mention peace – is still rudimentary at best.
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Zahar, Marie-Joëlle, ix, 21–22
‘‘Le Liban au cur des tensions
internationales’’, 315n75
‘‘Les Risques du nation building ‘sous
inﬂuence’: Les Cas de l’Irak et du
Liban’’, 313n43
‘‘Liberal interventions, illiberal
outcomes: The United Nations,
Western powers and Lebanon’’,
292–315
‘‘Moyen-Orient. L’Année de tous les
dangers’’, 313n40, 313n42
‘‘Peace by Unconventional Means:
Lebanon’s Taif Agreement’’, 311n4,
311n14, 313n43, 313n50
‘‘Power Sharing in Lebanon: Foreign
Protectors, Domestic Peace, and
Democratic Failure’’, 314n69, 315n76,
315n80

