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T H E  T R A G I C  E V E N T S of 11 September 2001

did not change the world so much as remind us that it has been

changing drastically for some time. Now that the veil of superpower

rivalry has been lifted, we can better see how advances in technology

with regard to the movement of people, materials, and information

are transforming our world. The last decade has seen the devolution

of power from governments to groups and individuals and, as violently

demonstrated by the terrorists of 9-11, not all of these actors have

peaceful intentions. 

Based on the violent showdowns that dominate international con-

ferences, one might be left with the impression that globalization

is something to be resisted and rejected. However, globalization is not

a decision or policy that some government or international organi-

zation is forcing the world into; it is the new international system

into which policies now must fit. As such, it must be the point of

reference for any discussion on peacebuilding.

To be sure, globalization has produced much that is good. From

an economic point of view, the technologies that fuel the new inter-

national system have enabled more countries to produce more products

more cheaply and to participate in markets they were effectively

excluded from in the past. It is certainly true that globalization has
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made a welcome contribution to reducing poverty in some of the

largest and strongest economies. More than simply facilitating trade

and investment, new technologies have also been the driving force

behind advances in communication and information services, and

advances in the sciences.

Still, the world we live in is still very much a violent one—both

physically and structurally. The lesson of 9-11 is that the same forces

that drive economic prosperity, civil society and scientific advance

also drive inequality, injustice and conflict. To date, globalization

has been a very unequal process and has done nothing to narrow the

gap between the world’s haves and have-nots. According to the 2002

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) Human Development

Report, the number of people living in extreme poverty remained

unchanged in the 1990s.1 Based on current trends, this disparity will

widen in the future.

The prospects for a peaceful and constructive civil society mirror

the bleakness of this economic disparity. The lowering of economic

barriers along with the declining cost of transportation and infor-

mation technologies has been a boon for illicit arms merchants, drug

traffickers, warlords and terrorists alike. Promoting ideologies of hate,

these suddenly stronger actors have the power to not only threaten

state sovereignty, but also disrupt the lives and sense of security of

ordinary citizens. The economic successes of globalization have served

to hide this legacy of day-to-day individual suffering. The social decay

caused by grinding poverty, human rights violations, communal

violence and the arms trade—to name just a few—is a legacy that

reproduces itself as new generations learn from the violence of gener-

ations past. In short, just as with economic injustice, globalization

has done little to address the culture of violence that permeates the

world today.

The world is confronted by a major dilemma. The official inter-

national order—represented by the United Nations system—is one

of peace, whereas the parallel unofficial system is one based on mili-

tarism and war. Both of these international orders claim the loyalty
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and dedication of humankind. The official order sees human rights,

cooperation and toleration as the main instruments, while the rival

system reaches for power and subjugation to maintain order. Although

social and political injustice do not by themselves lead to terrorism,

terrorists and other extremists exploit these factors for their own

violent ends; as disparity widens and technology progresses, it will

become increasingly difficult for these two systems to coexist. It is a

sad fact that in this era touted as the most prosperous and advanced,

violence continues to claim 1.6 million lives each year and hinders

many millions more.2 This harm is not inevitable. Violence is a com-

plex problem related to attitudes and behavior and is shaped by

forces within our communities and families. Put simply, if we can

learn differently, we can act differently. 

Of course, violence remains a widely accepted means to achieve

national interests. It is legally based and controlled and this legiti-

macy serves as an invitation to those seeking to challenge state power

to acquire and use weapons to promote violent extremism. This

war culture has been glorified throughout history. Poets have praised

it, painters have dramatized it, clergymen, rabbis and imams have

reassured warring factions that God is on their side and youth have

been encouraged to sacrifice their lives in the name of racial and

national patriotism. The disastrous consequences of this culture of

violence over the past century are obvious and easily obtained from

history books and the daily news—yet this system is allowed to persist.

Despite the end of the Cold War, governments continue to pursue

an elusive peace through militarism. In 2001 alone, global military

expenditure was estimated at US$800 billion3 and this amount was

expected to rise by another $50 billion in 2002.4 Close to 70 percent

of these weapons will be imported by developing countries, many

of which are trying to lift themselves up from conflict. In an inter-

connected world, both developed and developing countries bear the

consequences of this enormous expense through grinding poverty,

disease, a despoiled environment, and terrorism to name only a few.

Little attention is given to the effect of continuing high military
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expenditures on the ability of governments to devote sufficient re-

sources to economic and social development. Yet, according to the

2002 UNDP’s Human Development Report, all of the UN Millennium

Development Goals could be achieved if official development assis-

tance (ODA) was increased by only $50 billion.5

The continued development, production, distribution and use of

increasingly sophisticated and destructive weaponry is the lynchpin

that keeps the culture of war in place. However, in a world of widening

disparity and rapid technological progress, a system based on sup-

pression and force is untenable. The terror attacks of 11 September

2001 are the most obvious example of what lie ahead if this archaic

system is allowed to persist and, with the suddenly very real possi-

bility that nonstate actors may acquire weapons of mass destruction

(WMD), worse may be in store. 

Judging by the coverage in our media, the policies of our govern-

ments, and the curricula in our schools, one might assume that

violence is inherent to the human condition. This could not be

further from the truth. Violence can be prevented and the culture

of violence can be transformed into one of peace. Recent peace agree-

ments in El Salvador, Namibia, Mozambique, Angola, South Africa,

Ireland and East Timor demonstrate that there is a strong desire

for peace. But there is little comfort in this progress when one con-

siders the countless lives sacrificed and curtailed on the long road

to peace and the highly combustible animosity that remains in post-

conflict societies.

The war culture must be addressed through education. Just as

minds can be programmed for violence and prejudice, they can be

programmed for peace and tolerance. To date, education systems

have been very successful at increasing literacy and numeracy and

thus increasing overall wealth. With economic success measured by

the number of university degrees per capita and with education

ranked alongside corporate tax policy and other economic indicators,

education policy is considered just another competitive advantage for

those Western countries at the forefront of globalization. This
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approach has done little to widen the prospects for peace or sustain-

able development and has instead served to harden national feeling

and competitive individualism. Consequently, the present genera-

tion has been left ill prepared to adapt peaceably to a globalized

world that demands precisely the opposite qualities.

The reality of globalization demands that the current generation,

and those who come after, acquire more knowledge and understanding

of the world than their elders now (and certainly did) possess. In a

world where our fate is held in common, simply learning to manage

conflict within the current war system—through arms control, peace-

keeping and humanitarian assistance to name a few examples—is

not enough. Something more profound must be done.

While nothing less than a revolutionary transformation of the

status quo is required, the first step is enabling the coming genera-

tion to understand that in a globalized world security can no longer

come from the barrel of a gun. Although threats to security are at

the global scale, our answers and solutions are anchored in an old

nation-state system that finds it increasingly difficult to predict or

respond to the new security environment. A security defined in

terms of human and ecological needs must replace the prevailing

definition based on armaments, violent conflict and war. Adjusting

to the new security paradigm will not be easy since the strategic inter-

ests of the major powers—fed by the military-industrial-scientific

complex—are still the driving force in international relations. 

Peace education offers a concrete strategy that goes beyond the

current management approach to violent conflict. More than the

simple advocacy of the avoidance of war, it seeks to create something

more systemic and lasting from the bottom up. The foundation of

peacebuilding and peace education goes beyond the science of conflict

that preoccupies the current curricula and aims to create the know-

ledge, skills and attitudes that will allow people of all ages and levels

to develop the behavioral changes needed to prevent the occurrence

of conflict, to resolve it peacefully and to create the social condi-

tions conducive to peace. Certainly, there are many actions that can



be taken to make postconflict societies more peaceful; most of them

are detailed in the pages of this book. To cement peace into place,

there must be a much deeper and sustained effort to educate present

and future generations to use nonviolent means to resolve conflict.   

Education has been an underutilized peacebuilding tool. For too

long, the business of conflict resolution and peacebuilding has been

left to the experts and assumed to be too technical for the average

citizen, let alone the world’s youth. However, today’s security dilemmas

are too multifaceted to be left in the hands of a few. In order to

make the transition to a culture of peace, there must be a demysti-

fying of the technicalities that obscure the fundamental security

issues. People at all levels should be empowered to assess and eval-

uate the possibilities for change.

Peace education makes the necessary investment in the coming

generation and helps to activate its potential free from outside inter-

ference. Essentially, this requires a massive educational effort that

seeks to better shape our children’s consciousness by injecting values

of tolerance and respect for cultural, religious and political diver-

sity. This challenge is so broad that it must become the sustained

priority of all levels of organization and can only be accomplished

if governments, communities and individuals take the culture of

peace to heart and mind. Only in this way can humanity move beyond

the kind of calamity that has engulfed past and current generations.

The UN is at the cutting edge of this effort. The new UN study on

disarmament and nonproliferation education provides specific meas-

ures for opening up current curricula to address the complexity of

international conflict issues.6 Specifically, the study recognizes the

crucial link between disarmament and other international issues

and seeks to raise the level of public engagement through education.

For too long, disarmament has been an issue monopolized by experts

and high-level government discussions. Recognizing this, the UN

study recommends establishing close collaboration between experts

in the field and civil society—especially educators and academic insti-

tutions. Through education and training, individuals can become
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empowered to make a contribution to achieving concrete disarma-

ment and nonproliferation measures. The study realizes that the

knowledge required by a school-age child in a refugee camp will be

different from that needed by a diplomat, but understands that the

most effective way to inspire activism, and thus change, is through

learning.

Time is running out before the confluence of sustainable devel-

opment problems and the proliferation of weapons produces a massive

conflagration. Governments will have to put to rest old mentalities

and open up education systems to reflect the new global environment.

The challenge then is to ensure that the vision and requirements for

peace education are not sublimated by the daily grind of politics

that perpetuates the culture of violence. The agenda for peace must

transcend the daily marketplace of politics and confront the war

mentality head-on. In teaching coming generations “how” and not

“what” to think we will open up the political process to include those

it claims to encompass, move beyond the prevailing violence and

cynicism, and put peace on the agenda. 
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T H E  D E B A C L E of the US-led coalition inter-

vention in Iraq reminds us of the difficulties involved in building

peace. For the world’s sole superpower, winning the war against the

inferior Iraqi army was relatively easy. However, winning the peace

is proving to be much more complex than the occupying power

had anticipated. This book is about more than winning the peace.

It is about making peace sustainable. 

In order to explore the potential and pitfalls of peacebuilding

and pre- and postconflict reconciliation, a symposium was held at the

University of Alberta on 10 March 2000 to coincide with the visit of

Madam Justice Louise Arbour to the University of Alberta to deliver

the Second Annual Visiting Lectureship in Human Rights. Madam

Arbour’s participation in the symposium provided a focal point for

examining the different instruments and actors involved in peace-

building operations—ranging from the work of international criminal

tribunals through to truth commissions to the work of NGOs at the

level of civil society and the militaries of national governments. 

The symposium brought together academics, policy advisors, prac-

titioners and members of the general public to examine and discuss

various dimensions of the peacebuilding and postconflict reconcili-

ation process. The essays in this collection were inspired by this
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symposium and address, inter alia, the following issues: the factors that

have encouraged foreign governments and international institutions

that intervene in an effort to contribute to the process of resolving

civil wars and reconciling divided societies; the different techniques

that have been used in the peacebuilding process; the role of various

nongovernmental actors and regional organizations; and the expe-

riences of peacebuilding efforts in different parts of the world. Many

of the essays collected here were first presented at this symposium.

Others have been included in an effort to examine particular issues

more extensively. While not all of the presentations delivered at

the symposium could have been included here, this collection was

certainly inspired and guided by the comments, questions and discus-

sions of all of those who participated in the symposium. The event

was generously supported by the Human Rights Education Foundation

(now known as the John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human

Rights), the University of Alberta, the Canadian Centre for Foreign Policy

Development and the Security and Defence Forum of the Department

of National Defence.

xviii Preface



T H E  E D I T O R S wish to acknowledge first

and foremost the financial assistance of the Canadian Centre for

Foreign Policy Development (CCFPD), the Security and Defence Forum

of the Department of National Defence, the University of Alberta’s

Faculties of Arts and Law, the Department of Political Science, the

Office of the Vice-President (Academic), and the Provost. This collec-

tion would not have been possible without their support. We would

also like to acknowledge the support of the University of Alberta

International and the Human Rights Education Foundation (now

known as the John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights).

A number of individuals were instrumental in planning and organ-

izing the Symposium out of which the idea for this edited volume

emerged. The advisory committee for the Symposium consisted of

Nancy Hannemann (Symposium Coordinator), Tom Keating, W. Andy

Knight, Patrick Bendin, Gurcharan S. Bhatia, Gerald Gall, J.S. (Jack)

O’Neill, Satya Das and Madhvi Russell. The following students made

a significant contribution to the smooth running of the Symposium:

Vladimir Gomez, Kim Hiller and Sean McMahon. Senator Roche chaired

the Symposium. 

A special note of gratitude also goes to Tanya Narozhna for her

research assistance on the book manuscript, Monique Carley, Anna

xix

Acknowledgments 



Lund and Megan Murphy for providing the index. At the University

of Alberta Press we would like to thank Leslie Vermeer for shep-

herding this manuscript through the initial process; Michael Luski,

who, as Aquisitions Editor, picked up where Leslie left off; Peter Midgley

for his meticulous copy editing; Alethea Adair, for her editorial assis-

tance; Alan Brownoff for book design; Denise Ahlefeldt for text

formatting; and Mary Mahoney-Robson for her advice on style.

Sandra Bromley and Wallis Kendal, the two artists who created the

inspired and provocative sculpture portrayed on the titlepage and

back cover, generously donated the photograph for the book. The

5-tonne gun sculpture was created in 1999 as a Millennium Project

against violence. It has now been exhibited around the world, including

at the United Nations headquarters in New York during the 2001

Conference on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons

that was attended by representatives from more than 120 UN Member

States and about 177 nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). This

gun sculpture is symbolic of one of the planks necessary for building

sustainable peace, i.e. the need to address the issue of the prolifera-

tion of small arms, especially in conflict-ridden developing countries.

Finally, we acknowledge with thanks the United Nations Department

of Public Information for providing the photograph of Sergio Vieira

de Mello, UN Special Representative for the Secretary-General in Iraq

and UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, who in our opinion

was the quintessential peacebuilder. Sergio was unfortunately killed

in Bagdad, Iraq, while on a UN mission to build sustainable peace

in that troubled country.

xx Acknowledgments



A C R I African Crisis Response Initiative

A F R C Armed Forces Revolutionary Council

A M M ASEAN Ministerial Meeting

A P D O V E Association of Protestant Development Organizations 

in Europe

A P E C Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation

A R F ASEAN Regional Forum

A S E A N Association of South East Asian Nations

A T U Anti-Terrorist Unit

B I C C Bonn International Center for Conversion

B R J Bureau de Renseignement Judiciare

C D C Community Development Committee

C E P Community Empowerment and Local 

Government Project

C G D K Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea

C I D A Canadian International Development Agency

C I D S E Cooperation Internationale pour le développment 

et la solidarité

C I V P O L Civilian Police

C M G Conflict Management Group

C P A S Politico-Administrative Committees

xxi

Acronyms



C R C Central Revolutionary Front

C R D P Community Reintegration Development Project

C S C E Council of Security Cooperation in Europe

C S D P Common Security and Defence Policy

D E A Drug Enforcement Administration

D F A I T Department of Foreign Affairs and International 

Trade, Canada

D N D Department of National Defence

D O P Declaration of Principles

D R C Democratic Republic of Congo

E C O M O G ECOWAS Ceasefire Monitoring Group

E C O W A S The Economic Community of West African States

E P L F Eritrean Peoples’ Liberation Front

E P R D F Ethiopian Peoples’ Revolutionary Democratic Front

E U European Union

F E W E R Forum on Early Warning and Early Response

G T Z Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit 

I A N S A International Action Network on Small Arms

I C C International Criminal Court

I C G International Crisis Group

I C I S S International Commission on Intervention and 

State Sovereignty

I C I T A P International Criminal Investigative Training 

Assistance Program

I C R C International Committee of the Red Cross

I C T R International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda

I C T Y International Criminal Tribunal for the 

former Yugoslavia

I C V A International Council of Voluntary Agencies

I D A International Development Association

I D P S Internally Displaced Persons

I G A D D Intergovernmental Authority for Drought 

and Development

I G O S Intergovernmental Organizations

xxii Acronyms



I M E T P International Military Education and Training Program

I N G H A S International Nongovernmental Humanitarian Actors

I N G O S International Nongovernmental Organizations

I N T E R F E T International Force for East Timor

I P M International Police Monitors

I S S Institute for Security Studies 

I U H E I  Institute Universitaire de Hautes Études Internationales

E U European Union

J I C C Joint Intelligence Coordination Centre

J I M S Jakarta Informal Meetings

G 7 / 8 Group of 7 or 8 (Russia added)

K F O R Kosovo Force (NATO)

K L A Kosovo Liberation Army

L D C S Less developed countries

L D F Lofa Defence Force

L N G O S Local Nongovernmental Organizations

L P C Liberia Peace Council

L U R D Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy

M C P M R Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management 

and Resolution

M N F Multinational Force

M S F Médecins Sans Frontières

M T C R Missile Technology Control Regime

N A T O North Atlantic Treaty Organization

N G O S Nongovernmental Organizations

N F D Northern Frontier District (Kenya)

N I F National Islamic Front

N I S A T Norwegian Initiative on Small Arms Transfers 

N P F L National Patriotic Front of Liberia

N R P National Reconstruction Program

O A S Organization of American States

O A U Organization of African Unity (now the African Union)

O D A Official Development Assistance

Acronyms xxiii



O E C D Organization for Economic Cooperation 

and Development

O S C E Organization for Security Cooperation in Europe

P C I A Peace and Conflict Impact Assessment

P R I O Peace Research Institute 

R C M P Royal Canadian Mounted Police

R S Republika Srpska

R U F Revolutionary United Front

S A L F Somali Abo Liberation Front

S A L W Small Arms and Light Weapons

S F O R Stabilization Force

S L A Sierra Leone Army

S N M Somali National Movement

S R V Socialist Republic of Vietnam

S W A T Special Weapons and Tactics

T A C Treaty of Amity and Cooperation

T F E T Trust Fund for East Timor

U L I M O - J United Liberation Movement of Liberia for Democracy—

Kraun Branch

U L I M O - K United Liberation Movement of Liberia for Democracy—

Madingo Branch

U N United Nations

U N A M I R United Nations Assistance Mission in Rwanda

U N A M S I L United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone

U N D P United Nations Development Programme

U N - Habitat United Nations Human Settlement Programme

U N H C R United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

U N I C E F United Nations Children’s Education Fund

U N M I H United Nations Mission in Haiti

U N M I K United Nations Mission in Kosovo

U N O M I L United Nations Observer Mission in Liberia

U N T A E T United Nations Transitional Administration in 

East Timor

U S United States

xxiv Acronyms



U S I P United States Institute for Peace

W F P World Food Program

W M D Weapons of Mass Destruction

W S L F Western Somali Liberation Front

Acronyms xxv



This page intentionally left blank 



F R A N C I S  K O F I  A B I E W teaches in the Political Science Department at Kwantlen

University College, Surrey, British Columbia. He is the author of The Evolution of the Doctrine

and Practice of Humanitarian Intervention (1999), and has published articles on humanitarian

intervention, NGOs, and peacekeeping.

A D E K E Y E  A D E B A J O is Executive Director of the Centre for Conflict Resolution

(CCR) at the University of Cape Town. Between 2001 and 2004, he was Director of the Africa

Programme at the International Peace Academy (IPA) and Adjunct Professor at Columbia

University’s School of International and Public Affairs (SIPA), both in New York. He is the

author of Building Peace in West Africa: Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Guinea-Bissau (2002); Liberia’s

Civil War: Nigeria, ECOMOG, and Regional Security in West Africa (2002); and co-editor of Managing

Armed Conflicts in the Twenty-First Century (2001), as well as the forthcoming West Africa’s Security

Challenges: Building Peace in a Troubled Region.

H O W A R D  A D E L M A N was Professor of Philosophy at York University in Toronto

from 1966–2003 where he founded and was the first Director of the Centre for Refugee

Studies, and Editor of Refuge until 1993. He has written well over one hundred academic

articles and chapters in books as well as authored or co-edited 21 books. In addition to his

numerous writings on refugees, he has written on the Middle East, humanitarian interven-

tion, membership rights, ethics, early warning and conflict management. He co-edited The

Path of a Genocide: The Rwanda Crisis from Uganda to Zaire (1999). His latest volume Humanitarian

Intervention in Zaire appeared in January of 2004. 

C H R I S T O P H E R  P .  A N K E R S E N is Dahrendorf Scholar at London School of

Economics and Political Science’s Centre for Civil Society. He spent twelve years as an infantry

officer in the Canadian Forces, including duty on peace support missions in Croatia (1992–

1993) and Kosovo (1999). He has written and consulted extensively in the fields of interna-

tional conflict, security, and defense, receiving awards from the US, the UK, and Canada

xxvii

Contributors



for his work. He is completing a PhD in International Relations at the LSE. He lives in London

with his wife and three children. 

D A V I D  B E E R is a Superintendent in the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. He has

been seconded to the Canadian International Development Agency and the Department

of Foreign Affairs and has worked in Haiti, the Central African Republic, and most recently

Iraq. He was primarily responsible for creation of the five year Canadian plan for bilateral

policing development assistance offered to Haiti from 1996–2001. He is a recipient of the

Canadian Peacekeeping medal, among other awards, for his work abroad.

K E N N E T H  B U S H is Assistant Professor in the Conflict Studies Programme at St.

Paul University, Ottawa. He has worked extensively with governmental, inter-governmental,

and non-governmental actors on the challenges of peacebuilding. He received his PhD in

International Relations and Comparative Politics from Cornell University.

J A R A T  C H O P R A is Chief Monitor of the Palestinian Monitoring Group (PMG) and

previously served as Head of the Office of District Administration for the United Nations

Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET). He is also Professor of International

Law and directed the International Relations Program at Brown University. He authored

Peace-Maintenance: The Evolution of International Political Authority (1999) and edited The Politics

of Peace-Maintenance (1998).

S A T Y A  B R A T A  D A S is an experienced opinion leader, a noted policy advisor

and analyst, and most recently, the author of the best selling The Best Country: Why Canada

Will Lead the Future (2002). With more than 25 years of public policy experience as an award-

winning editorialist, foreign affairs specialist and national commentator, Das is now a prin-

cipal in Cambridge Strategies Inc., a Canadian public policy consultancy. His volunteer time

is committed to human rights, community building and a host of cultural endeavors.

J E A N  D A U D E L I N is Assistant Professor at the Norman Paterson School of

International Affairs, where he teaches on conflict and development. His research now

deals mainly with land and resource conflicts and with Brazilian and Canadian foreign

policy. He has published, among other journals, in International Peacekeeping, Third World

Quarterly and the Journal of Church and State.

K A S S U  G E B R E M A R I A M holds a PhD in Political Science from York University,

Toronto. Over the years he has taught a wide assortment of courses at various American

universities, and for the past two years has taught at Southeastern University, Washington,

DC. He is a coordinator of Social Sciences at the Department of Liberal Studies. Currently,

he is working on a book project with W. Andy Knight on Somalia, and another on conflict

resolution in the countries on the Horn of Africa.

T A N J A  H O H E is a social anthropologist who served for two-and--a--half years in East

Timor, as a District Electoral Officer for UNAMET, and also as Political Affairs Officer for

UNTAET. She co-authored the 2001 Final Report on Traditional Power Structures and the

xxviii Contributors



Community Empowerment and Local Governance Project for the World Bank. She is currently a

Visiting Fellow at the Thomas J. Watson, Jr. Institute for International Studies, Brown University.

T O M  K E A T I N G is Professor of Political Science at the University of Alberta where

he teaches in the areas of Canadian foreign and defense policy, international relations, inter-

national institutions and ethics in international relations. He has authored or co-authored

many essays and four books, the most recent of which is Canada and World Order: The

Multilateralist Tradition in Canadian Foreign Policy (2003).

W .  A N D Y  K N I G H T is Professor of International Relations and McCalla Research

Professor in the Department of Political Science at the University of Alberta. He is past Vice

Chair of the Academic Council on the UN System and currently editor of Global Governance

Journal. His recent books include: Adapting the United Nations to a Postmodern Era: Lessons Learned,

(2001) and A Changing United Nations: Multilateral Evolution and the Quest for Global Governance

(2000). He was recently awarded a major three-year research grant by the Social Sciences and

Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRCC) to study “Children and Armed Conflict.”

M E L I S S A  L A B O N T E ’ s research and teaching focuses on international and

national nongovernmental organizations, international organizations, humanitarian

crises, multilateral peace operations and the politics of humanitarian intervention. She has

served as a researcher for the Governance in War-torn Societies project of the Watson

Institute for International Studies, Executive Director of the United Nations Association of

Greater Boston, and Program Director for the Academic Council on the United Nations

System.  Her recent publications include “Dimensions of Post-Conflict Peacebuilding and

Democratization” in Global Governance (2003), and “The Case of Sierra Leone” in Twenty-first

Century Peace Operations: The Critical Cases (2004) edited by William Durch and Paul Stares.

During 2003–2004, she was awarded the Belfer Family Fellowship and is presently completing

her PhD in Political Science/International Relations at Brown University in Providence,

Rhode Island.

C A R O L Y N  E L I Z A B E T H  L L O Y D is a PhD candidate in Political Science at

the Université de Montréal. Her dissertation is titled “Controlling the Light Weapons of

the World.” She was recently the Norman Robertson Fellow at the Department of Foreign

Affairs and International Trade and has previously co-authored an article in the Third

World Quarterly.

J O S E P H  M A S C I U L L I is Assistant Professor of Political Science at St. Thomas

University, Fredericton, New Brunswick. He teaches international relations, US Politics, and

human rights.

S U M I E  N A K A Y A is a doctoral candidate in Political Science at the Graduate

Center, The City University of New York. Currently she works with the Conflict Prevention

and Peace Forum at the Social Science Research Council. At the time of writing, Ms. Nakaya

was Program Specialist at the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM),

focusing on the impact of conflict on women and women’s role in peacebuilding. 

Contributors xxix



S H A U N  N A R I N E is Assistant Professor of Political Science at St. Thomas University,

Fredericton, New Brunswick. He has published extensively on issues related to institutional

development in the Asia Pacific. His book, Explaining ASEAN: Regionalism in Southeast Asia

was published in 2002. His current work includes research on regional financial institu-

tionalism in the Asia Pacific and great power relations.

S E N A T O R  D O U G L A S  R O C H E ,  O . C . , author, parliamentarian and dip-

lomat, he was appointed to the Senate of Canada in 1998. He served as Canada’s Ambassador

for Disarmament from 1984–1989 and was elected Chairman of the United Nations

Disarmament Committee, the main UN body dealing with political and security issues, at

the 43rd General Assembly in 1988. Douglas Roche was elected to the Canadian Parliament

four times, serving from 1972–1984, specializing in the subjects of development and disar-

mament. He is an Officer of the Order of Canada, Chairman of Canadian Pugwash, and

Chairman, Middle Powers Initiative, a network of eight international nongovernmental

organizations specializing in nuclear disarmament. He is the author of over fifteen books.

His most recent publications include Bread Not Bombs: A Political Agenda for Social Justice

(1999) and The Human Right to Peace (2003).

xxx Contributors



P E A C E B U I L D I N G has emerged as one of

the most critically important, albeit vexing, aspects of international

involvement in conflict and postconflict situations. Peacebuilding,

as a concept and strategy, has been adopted by national governments,

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and regional and interna-

tional intergovernmental institutions (IGOs) as a means by which

the outside world can contribute to the resolution of intrastate [or

societal] conflict and to the reconstruction, or construction, of a

culture of peace in postconflict situations. Persisting conflicts in places

such as Afghanistan, Bosnia, Chechnya, the Democratic Republic of

the Congo, Eritrea, Haiti, Israel/Palestine, Kosovo, Rwanda and Sierra

Leone demonstrate both the overwhelming need for and significant

difficulties in building sustainable conditions for peace in postconflict

societies. 

Peacebuilding operations in these and other settings have con-

fronted many barriers and have achieved varying degrees of success.

Yet the very attempt on the part of outsiders to undertake such mea-

sures reflects an acknowledgment of international humanitarian

and human rights law and a significant shift in international atti-

tudes and practices towards civil conflicts. 
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The years since the end of the Cold War in 1989 have been marked

by two distinct but interrelated trends in the arena of global poli-

tics. The first has been the persistence of violent conflict, much of

it in the form of civil wars or internal repression where the over-

whelming majority of the victims are civilians. Civil wars and repressive

governments are not exceptional phenomena, and have been a part

of the history of many nations; yet their prevalence in the post–

Cold War period and the level of violence committed against civilian

populations have become matters of increased international concern.

They have also become a significant source of regional and interna-

tional instability in the post–Cold War system. Civil wars are often

more brutal than interstate wars in the extent to which they endanger

civilians or result in attacks on civilian property.1 Thus, civil wars

and other forms of intrastate conflict present a difficult set of prob-

lems for outside actors.

A second, more promising, feature of the post–Cold War years has

been the concern that individuals, groups, governments, and inter-

national organizations have displayed for human rights, individual

security and good governance, alongside an increased willingness

among the international community and regional organizations to

intervene in the internal affairs of countries in support of these con-

cerns. There has been a significant increase in the number, variety,

scope, and prominence of these interventions for overtly humani-

tarian purposes. These interventions have, with great frequency,

adopted peacebuilding as one of their main objectives. The increased

prominence and critical importance of peacebuilding are the primary

reasons for undertaking this volume that brings together analysts

and practitioners to assess the merits of peacebuilding. 

Peacebuilding, as it has been practiced to date, involves a number

of diverse instruments and players, and much like an orchestra,

the instruments must be finely tuned and the players must work in

concert in order to produce anything resembling a coherent approach

to postconflict reconciliation and sustainable peace. As a multidi-

mensional exercise, peacebuilding encompasses a variety of tasks
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such as disarming warring parties, decommissioning and destroying

weapons, de-mining, repatriating refugees, restoring law and order,

creating or rebuilding justice systems, training police forces and

customs agents, providing technical assistance, advancing efforts to

protect human rights, strengthening civil society institutions, and

reforming and strengthening institutions of governance—including

assistance in monitoring and supervising electoral processes and pro-

moting formal and informal participation in the political process. 

The players involved in peacebuilding are equally diverse—ran-

ging from civil society and NGOs, governments, international and

regional organizations, ad hoc criminal tribunals (and potentially

the International Criminal Court (ICC)), to truth and reconciliation

commissions and prominent individuals like the Special Representatives

of the UN Secretary-General. The complex character of peacebuilding

reflects an acknowledgment of the multidimensional and integrated

causes of civil war and of the need to address the economic, social

and political aspects of reconstruction and reconciliation.

Much of the literature that has examined postconflict reconstruc-

tion mirrors the complex, multidimensional character of peacebuilding.

This literature has examined, inter alia, the factors that have encour-

aged foreign governments and international and regional institutions

to intervene in support of the process of resolving civil wars and

reconciling divided societies; the different techniques and mecha-

nisms that have been used in the peacebuilding process; the role of

various nongovernmental actors; the relationship between the mili-

tary and civil society groups in the process of peacebuilding; and

the experiences of peacebuilding efforts in different parts of the

world. One can discern a number of themes in the literature on

peacebuilding, indicating the range of issues involved and the extent

to which the discourse on and practice of peacebuilding has been

evolving. For our purposes, these themes can be listed as follows:

conceptualizing peacebuilding; relocating peacebuilding from post-

conflict to preventive strategies; deconstructing the culture of war

and constructing an indigenous culture of peace; broadening the
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scope and scale of peacebuilding; assessing the international archi-

tecture in support of peacebuilding; examining civil-military relations

and the tensions between order and justice; positioning peacebuilding

within the broader concept of human security; and balancing de-

mands for reconciliation and retributive justice.

The first theme in the literature addresses the conceptualization

of peacebuilding. The genealogy of peacebuilding suggests rather

radical origins found in the peace research writings of Johan Galtung

and Kenneth and Elsie Boulding.2 From this perspective, peacebuilding

involves addressing underlying structural causes of conflict. It

emphasizes bottom up approaches and the decentering of social

and economic structures. In short, it calls for a radical transforma-

tion of society away from structures of coercion and violence to an

embedded culture of peace. These ideas, although generally trumped

by band-aid and sometimes shortsighted approaches to building

peace, continue to resonate in the contemporary period.3

Many others have taken a less radical approach, while maintaining

a holistic framework for peacebuilding. Lederach, for example, writes

of marshalling all sectors of society in support of sustainable peace.4

Oliver Richmond elaborates on the model: 

In Ledarach’s model, the problem-solving approach to conflict

resolution is combined with a public, process-oriented approach

in order to address the multidimensional nature of protracted

social conflicts in the context of a nonlinear peace-building

process. This emphasizes the need for a multisectoral approach

to conflict transformation that brings in grassroots, local, and

NGO actors in order to create a sustainable process.5

The objective of such holistic approaches is to bring about a funda-

mental transformation of conflict-ridden societies. While the roots

of peacebuilding can be traced to more radical peace studies litera-

ture (some appearing in the 1960s), the pervasive interest in peace-
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building in the contemporary period can be found in the search

for specific programs, policies and practices that can be employed

to resolve civil conflicts in various regions of the world and restore

conditions to the point where peace can be sustained. 

Peacebuilding became part of the official discourse in the 1990s

when former UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali used the

term in An Agenda for Peace.6 Initially, the concept was linked specifically

with postconflict societies. Boutros-Ghali defined postconflict peace-

building as “action to identify and support structures which will

tend to strengthen and solidify peace in order to avoid a relapse

into conflict.”7 He saw peacebuilding as an integral part of the UN’s

work. For him, preventive diplomacy, peacemaking and peacekeeping

ought to be linked to peacebuilding so as to provide a seamless and

comprehensive strategy for dealing with violent conflicts. The precise

elements involved in peacebuilding, as envisioned by Boutros-Ghali,

included disarming warring parties, restoring order, decommis-

sioning and destroying weapons, repatriating refugees, providing

advisory and training support for security personnel, monitoring

elections, de-mining and other forms of demilitarization, providing

technical assistance, advancing efforts to protect human rights, re-

forming and strengthening institutions of governance—including

assistance in monitoring and supervising electoral processes—and

promoting formal and informal participation in the political process. 

In the aftermath of war, postconflict peacebuilding might also take

the form of concrete cooperative projects that link formerly warring

parties together. These projects would be designed to be mutually

beneficial and ideally would contribute to socio-economic develop-

ment for all parties and to confidence building between former

combatants. Other projects might include educational exchanges

and curriculum reform designed to reduce hostile perceptions of

the “other” and forestall the renewal of hostilities between the factions.

In essence, peacebuilding has been conceived as the construction

of a new environment in many areas—political, economic, social,
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security—and can be viewed as a direct counterpart to preventive

diplomacy “which seeks to avoid the breakdown of peaceful condi-

tions.”8

The challenge, according to Kenneth Bush, is “to encourage the

creation of the political, economic, and social space, within which

indigenous actors can identify, develop, and employ the resources

necessary to build a peaceful, prosperous, and just society.”9 Boutros-

Ghali’s view was premised on the notion that the UN (and other

would-be peacebuilders), as a global governance institution, has an

obligation to provide support for the transformation of deficient

national structures and capabilities and to work towards the strength-

ening of democratic institutions. Furthermore, social peace is as

important as strategic or political peace.10 Most discussions of peace-

building thus accept that it involves a multilayered approach, involving

participants from many sectors who attempt to reconstruct deficient

practices and institutions in support of sustainable peace. Kenneth

Bush considers that, 

In the broadest terms, peacebuilding refers to those initiatives

which foster and support sustainable structures and processes,

which strengthen the prospects for peaceful coexistence and

decrease the likelihood of the outbreak, reoccurrence, or con-

tinuation, of violent conflict. The process entails both short-

and long-term objectives, for example, short-term humanitarian

operations, and longer-term developmental, political, economic,

and social objectives.11

A second theme in the peacebuilding discourse focuses on repo-

sitioning peacebuilding from simply being a response in the aftermath

of conflict or crisis to being a preventive strategy that is initiated

before the conflict erupts. One sees this theme in studies that call

for a shift from the “culture of reaction” to a “culture of preven-

tion.”12 Initially there was a tendency among scholars and practitioners

of peacebuilding to focus on postconflict reconstruction and band-
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aid solutions to crises. The authors in this volume by and large

reject this and argue that a different approach is needed and that a

broadened time perspective for peacebuilding has begun. There is

an attempt in a number of quarters to move back and focus first on

conflict prevention. At their summit in Cologne, the G-8 raised the

significance of conflict prevention and dedicated a meeting to this

issue in Berlin in 1999. The G-8 subsequently adopted the Miyazaki

Initiatives for conflict prevention.13 The Organization for Economic

Cooperation and Development (OECD) has conducted a study on

the effectiveness of aid for the prevention of conflict.14 The Swedish

government has commissioned several studies developing the concept

of a culture of prevention.15 The current UN Secretary-General, Kofi

Annan, has devoted much time and energy to the issue of conflict

prevention.16

Although Boutros-Ghali’s use of peacebuilding was conceived as

a postconflict activity, peacebuilding can, conceptually, be practiced

at a “preconflict” stage; the purpose being to forestall the outbreak

of violent conflict. The Carnegie Commission on the Prevention of

Deadly Conflict viewed peacebuilding as either “structural preven-

tion” (strategies designed to address the root causes of deadly conflict)

or “operational prevention” (those strategies and tactics taken in

the midst of a crisis or immediately thereafter to reconstruct the

peace and thereby prevent a recurrence of violent conflict).17 So we

can speak of structural peacebuilding and operational peacebuilding

(to replace the notion of pre- and postconflict peacebuilding). Used

in this way, peacebuilding is tied closely to preventive diplomacy

and other chapter VI measures in the UN Charter that aim to address

the underlying economic, social, cultural and humanitarian obsta-

cles to sustainable peace. Peacebuilding is therefore concerned not

just with postconflict situations, but also with the broad spectrum

of conflict and its main aim is to generate and sustain conditions

of peace while managing differences without recourse to violence.

Regarding the shift in attention to conflict prevention, there are

observers who acknowledge that the most desirable solution to the
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problems we have witnessed since the end of the Cold War is to

prevent violent conflict through policies aimed at reconciling divided

societies and constructing a stable peace—thus moving beyond a

culture of war to a culture of peace.18 As Senator Roche notes in his

foreword, just as the mind can be programmed for violence and

prejudice, it can also be programmed for peace and tolerance. There

is a need for people at all levels of society to work toward the estab-

lishment and entrenchment of a culture of peace and especially to

advance it through supporting participatory and people-centered

processes. Some authors, like James Scott, advocate tapping into

society and indigenous knowledge that exists within societies, such

as the wisdom of the elders. Scott makes a distinction between the

use of abstract knowledge (techne) on the part of outsiders and the

potential benefits of practical knowledge (metis) provided by locals.19

The pattern of intervention in the post–Cold War international system

has tended not only to undermine the war-torn state, but also to

ignore local actors and thus overlook the indigenous capacity of these

local actors who in turn must assume greater responsibility for

many aspects of sustainable peacebuilding, including security. This

has sparked authors like Jarat Chopra to introduce the concept of

participatory interventions, particularly in cases where international

administrations are introduced in a country to govern temporarily: 

The idea of “participatory intervention” stands in contrasts to

the practice of state-(re)building processes of relying on only

international appointees or elites self-appointed as represen-

tatives of the people. Instead the aim would be to include direct

involvement of the local population from the very beginning

of an international intervention, in order to ensure justice for

the parts and that new governing structures resonate with local

social reality.20
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He argues further that in these kinds of peacebuilding exercises,

“participation has become a minimum standard and a moral impera-

tive.”21

Other analysts have called attention to the significant progress

that has been made when groups in civil society collaborate with

governments to improve the tools of peacebuilding—citing, inter alia,

the Ottawa Treaty banning antipersonnel land mines, the Treaty of

Rome establishing the ICC, and the recent conclusion of a conven-

tion banning the use of child soldiers.22

Others, like Roland Paris, have warned against the “single-para-

digm,” or liberal internationalist, approach to peacebuilding that

has guided the work of many international agencies engaged in efforts

to strengthen civil society in war-torn states. Part of the difficulty

here is the assumption that the surest foundation for peace, both

within and between states, is market democracy (a liberal demo-

cratic polity and a market economy). Such an assumption does not

address other forces that have shaped the culture of these commu-

nities: “Peacebuilding in effect [becomes] an enormous experiment

in social engineering—an experiment that involves transplanting

Western models of social, political, and economic organization into

war-shattered states in order to control civil conflict: in other words,

pacification through political and economic liberalization.”23 From

this perspective, peacebuilding becomes a method for imposing

particular solutions on other societies and ignoring more viable

alternatives.

Ronnie Lipschutz maintains that such practices fail to address

the underlying justice issues present in most contemporary conflicts.

Lipschutz argues that too often the role of outside governments

has been to support the formal institutions of democracy in an effort

to restore political stability and, not coincidentally, viable economic

activity. Agreements are signed, constitutions are drafted, elections

are held, and a deeply divided society appears restored to a level of

civility. Yet in almost all-important respects, the underlying fissures
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that have divided the society remain intact and are merely papered

over through these cosmetic changes. Underlying issues are not

addressed and unjust structures and practices continue and, in

some cases, are exacerbated. One of the problems that confronts

any attempt to reconcile societies divided by years of bitter conflict

is that the institutional and procedural devices for addressing social

problems—the foundational political culture that sustains societies—

are often destroyed or so severely corrupted that they are effectively

inoperable. Peacebuilding should necessarily raise “fundamental

questions not only about what to reconstruct but also about how

to do so in order not to recreate the unsustainable institutions and

structures that originally contributed to the conflict.”24

A fourth theme emerging from the literature on peacebuilding

addresses the broadening scale and scope of peacebuilding. This in-

cludes an effort to encompass a wider array of development issues, as

reflected, for example, in Bernard Wood’s work for the UN Development

Programme that examines the contribution that economic and sustain-

able development efforts can make to the peacebuilding objectives.25

It also reflects a view that the approach of treating peacebuilding

as a concentrated operation in an insular and isolated state is passé.

Practitioners, policymakers, and analysts are now aware of the extent

to which peacebuilding operations have expanded in scale and

scope, involving in some cases nonfunctioning states, neighboring

states and regional agencies. We have had to scale up to deal with

these more complex issues. Due to the spillover effect, it has become

necessary to examine civil conflict as a part of regional conflict and

to develop appropriate peacebuilding strategies that involve roles

for the neighbors of the target state. Regional actors and organiza-

tions in Africa, Latin America, and Asia have not only taken an interest,

but also a more active level of intervention in support of peace-

building operations in their respective regions.

Additionally, peacebuilding demands the support of an interna-

tional environment and critically important international and/or

regional actors. In this respect, the practice of peacebuilding must
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include strategies at two levels: (1) the level of regional and interna-

tional regimes and (2) in-country peacebuilding measures. Regional

and international regimes refer to those principles, norms, rules

and practices with respect to peacebuilding that are developed mostly

in and around regional and international organizations and form a

framework for action in societies that are moving away from violent

conflict. In-country peacebuilding refers to national and local level

efforts, involving both governmental and civil society actors, that

are aimed at economic development, institution building and, more

generally, the creation or restoration within countries of the condi-

tions necessary to bring about stability and sustain peace.

A related aspect to this theme involves the North-South dimen-

sion of peacebuilding operations. What is the place of the South in

peacebuilding? Interventions to date have tended to reflect asymmet-

rical distributions of power in which Northern states have determined

where, when and how such interventions will occur. Many southern

countries have taken on peacebuilding roles, especially in Africa.

Yet the big Southern countries are often not even at the table when

proposals for deploying peacebuilding operations are discussed at

the UN. Some analysts have advocated that measures be under-

taken to ensure the involvement of key Southern countries such as

Brazil, Mexico, China, India, Pakistan, and Indonesia in developing

peacebuilding strategies. If they were more integrally involved, the

colonial overtones surrounding intervention would be reduced and

the legitimacy of these operations would be strengthened. It may

also be possible that these countries will have some familiarity with

the sorts of problems being confronted by postconflict societies in

the South and thus make an effective contribution to the content

of peacebuilding operations.

A final issue regarding the broadening of the scope of the concept

is that of national interests and the extent to which these guide

interventions. At one level, interventions in support of peacebuilding

challenge the whole concept of national interest as the norms of

human or individual rights and security are strengthened. Yet
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national interests are also crucial to the whole process of intervention

and peacebuilding. Such interests are necessary for the mobiliza-

tion of resources in support of peacebuilding operations. They are

particularly important in securing the attention of the principal

governments that initiate these operations. At the same time, inter-

ests color and distort peacebuilding activities and undermine efforts

to retain impartiality and to give primary attention to the needs of

the people in postconflict settings. One cannot swim against the

current of national interests and therefore one must harness national

interests to serve peacebuilding objectives. 

Another critically important theme in the discourse on peace-

building has been a focus on the design and capacity of the inter-

national architecture in support of peacebuilding. As indicated

above, successful peacebuilding does not take place in a vacuum.

Indeed, international and regional organizations have been the prin-

cipal sponsors of peacebuilding operations. In Cambodia, Eastern

Slovenia, Baranja and Western Sirmium, East Timor and Kosovo,

the UN was given full responsibility for implementing the peace-

building operation. These transitional administrative operations

were decided on, designed within, and resourced through the UN.

Organizations have also developed specialized instruments in support

of peacebuilding, such as the Secretary-General’s Special represen-

tative in Afghanistan, Kosovo, and Iraq or the more permanent UN

Office for the High Commissioner for Human Rights. 

It is surprising that despite the growing pool of knowledge about

the experience of international transitional administrations, particu-

larly since the end of the Cold War, there are still major problems

with these postwar reconstruction projects and not all of them are

viewed as legitimate. Especially problematic are those operations

controlled by a single state or small coalition of states as the US/

UK-led coalition efforts in Iraq. Even those that are approved and

sanctioned by the UN are sometimes seen as attempts at bringing

back trusteeships and protectorates. There is a general sense, espe-

cially within the developing countries, to view these operations
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with suspicion. Mohammed Ayoob points out that developing states,

being new states that have only recently “acquired the formal trap-

pings of juridical sovereignty,” are rather “apprehensive of the new

international activism” associated with the emerging norm of human-

itarian intervention.26 They tend to place international administration

in the same category, viewing it as a major constraint on sover-

eignty. It is therefore essential to assess these interventionary measures

critically rather than to allow them to be inserted into countries

on a purely ad hoc and uncritical basis. As Edward Mortimer suc-

cinctly put it: “the only possible justification for international

intervention and administration is the need to rescue people from

the effects of arbitrary or ineffective government, and to help them

acquire the skills needed for stable and enlightened self-rule.”27

International and regional financial institutions are also becoming

integrally involved in peacebuilding efforts. The World Bank, for

instance, has been heavily involved in the peacebuilding efforts in

East Timor. The International Development Association (IDA) of the

World Bank was designated the trustee of the reconstruction Trust

Fund for East Timor (TFET) and played a major role in community

empowerment and local governance there. But here again, we need

to assess whether these external financial administrative interven-

tions are actually contributing to sustainable peace or not. At times

these institutions attempt to conduct practices as usual in the midst

of major peacebuilding operations. The most often cited criticisms

in this regard are the strict conditions imposed by international

financial institutions that may impede reconstruction efforts in post-

conflict countries.

Disarmament at all levels is another part of this international

architecture: nuclear, small arms, landmines, etc. Yet there are many

concerns about the capacity of disarmament treaties and conven-

tions to support peacebuilding.28 There have also been very significant

concerns expressed about the coordination of the activities of the

many organizations that are involved in peacebuilding operations.

Authors have noted that one set of international institutions may
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be supporting a peacebuilding process at the same time as another

has sought to enforce policies that directly or indirectly undermine

such efforts. Most often cited in this regard are the strict condition-

alities imposed by international financial institutions that may

impede reconstruction efforts in postconflict situations. Many other

issues, including concerns about the coherence and coordination

of institutional responses, have also been discussed widely—yet solu-

tions are often difficult to implement.29

A fifth theme has been the recognition of the tensions involved

in civil-military relations during peacebuilding operations. Since

the initial stage of peacebuilding will generally involve attempts at

stabilizing a country that has been undergoing violent conflict, it

is expected that military forces will be involved in some capacity

during a peacebuilding operation. There has been a significant change

in the military’s role in what is now commonly described in Canada’s

Department of National Defence as peace support operations. This

change makes it necessary to determine the proper role for the

military in peacebuilding. Moreover, given the multidimensional

nature of peacebuilding, the military must necessarily interact more

extensively with the civilian population and with a variety of civil

society entities. Part of the problem in discerning a clear division

of labor between the military and civilian operations lies in the

inherent difficulty in generating a clear definition of conflict and,

more specifically, determining when a conflict begins and ends—a

difficulty confounded by the nature of many contemporary conflicts

and the nature of peacebuilding itself. 

Since peacebuilding looks at ensuring a lasting peace, it is expected

to involve much more than a cessation of hostilities. It must include

such essentials as economic development, human rights, the rule

of law, democracy, social equity, and environmental sustainability.

Many of these tasks require the capacity of nonmilitary (civilian)

actors and it therefore becomes essential for the military to work

with civilians in support of peacebuilding. Yet the military also

possesses some important tools that are not available to others. It
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provides an essential element of force and the application of this

force to create a secure environment in which others can work to

build the peace. The military can also be commanded into the field

and be required to participate in these operations, unlike NGOs or

even other public servants. 

One of the critically important issues emerging in postconflict

societies is finding the proper balance between military forces and

civilian policing activities. While the military is particularly impor-

tant during the crisis phase, helping to ensure that the other actors

have a stable environment in which to work, there is a need to hand

over responsibilities to others as the situation moves from crisis to

longer-term development. In the interim, there is a need to recon-

cile the two approaches. Some of the postconflict literature reveals

the tensions that result from the intersection of these two entities

(civil/military) that have different value systems and modi operandi.

Yet there is also some indication in the literature of attempts at

developing a cooperative civil-military approach to peacebuilding.30

A related issue is the pressing need in most postconflict situa-

tions to develop and support in a sustainable fashion a civilian

policing component to maintain internal order in a peaceful and

just manner. Civilian policing, or civ-pol as it is commonly known,

has become one of the more important, yet problematic, aspects of

postconflict reconstruction.31 This is particularly difficult in societies

that have experienced the coercive hand of an oppressive state. In

these circumstances there has been little to distinguish between the

forces of oppression and domestic policing activities. Maintaining

civil order is also complicated by the proliferation of small arms

and the economic dislocations that usually occur in postconflict

settings. Such conditions are conducive for a dramatic growth in

criminal activity that might leave the local civilian population even

more insecure than it was during the conflict. The lack of effective

regional and international resources to support reconstruction

and the activities of civ-pol operations adds a further complication

to this difficult situation.
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A sixth theme examines the relationship between peacebuilding

and human security. Peacebuilding has emerged as a significant inter-

national practice alongside a growing concern about human security.

Originating in the UNDP reports of the early 1990s, human security

has been identified by a number of governments, including Canada,

Chile, Norway and South Africa as a foreign policy priority. These

governments have advocated for a more profound understanding

of what is needed for personal security and have warned that not

only conflict but also postconflict conditions disrupt personal secu-

rity for people who lack protection under international law. 

For governments like Canada, the commitment to peacebuilding

emerged from this shift in focus on the part of certain policy officials.

As a result of this commitment, security guarantees that touch the

lives of individuals have been built into the Canadian conception

of international peacebuilding missions. There is also a growing

recognition of the differing security needs of men, women and

children. Ending the fighting and restoring calm does not neces-

sarily increase security in all cases. For example, many postconflict

societies experience a significant increase in violent crime and

personal insecurity after the war. Crime, for many individuals, can

be as pervasive a source of insecurity as civil conflict. Alternatively,

securing a safe environment for men or for one ethnic group does

not necessarily reduce the security threats to other segments of the

population. This is one of the primary reasons for the recent emphasis

on security sector reform. It is also an important reason to consider

the effects of peacebuilding practices on gender and ethnicity. This

also indicates a need to shift from looking at peacebuilding as a

discrete activity to viewing it within the broader conception of human

security governance; a need to put individuals, and not just sover-

eign states, at the heart of international relations.32

A final theme identified in the postconflict literature tackles the

tensions between reconciliation and retributive justice and the mecha-

nisms by which these are to be achieved. Internal wars tend to be

devastating for individuals within war-torn societies and such wars
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are often marked by an extensive array of crimes against innocent

and vulnerable populations. Trying to establish a sustainable peace

for these societies after the shooting or oppression has ended has,

in some cases, been stymied by the perception or reality of impunity.

Yet many efforts have been undertaken to address underlying injus-

tices that marked the period of conflict. Such situations often demand

an element of retributive justice as part of the process of reconciliation.

Dealing with the past is one of the unavoidable issues that peace-

building has to confront. The society coming out of conflict must

find a way to address the fact that gross violations of human rights

(genocide, ethnic cleansing, forced displacement, torture, rape and

assassinations) may have occurred during the conflict. Impunity is

a grave practical problem for peacebuilding. Amnesties for gross

violators of human rights or refusal to prosecute perpetrators of

past abuses may indicate lack of justice, which is why the horrors

of the past must be confronted, recognized, and addressed. One

mechanism for this is a truth commission. Sometimes accompa-

nied by amnesty for some perpetrators of abuse, the intent of these

commissions is to bring about reconciliation through a public

accounting of abuses. However, they may also inadvertently keep alive

the memory of the atrocities, which may be a good or bad thing,

depending on the particular circumstances. In some cases, truth

commissions simply accentuate cleavages in the society. However,

on the positive side, they could act as a deterrent and remind people

that such atrocities should never again be allowed to occur.

Truth commissions have been varied in mandate, composition,

objectives, legitimacy and results, as the examples of the differences

in Argentina (1983–84), Chile (1991), El Salvador (1993), Haiti (1995),

South Africa (1995), and Guatemala (1996) indicate. The Truth and

Reconciliation Commission (TRC) in South Africa, composed entirely

of South Africans and given a mandate to carry out an exhaustive

analysis of the weaknesses of truth commissions elsewhere, has been

considered an important contribution to the peacebuilding process

in that country. The objectives of the TRC were to examine each
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case of human rights and power abuse, identify the perpetrators,

and bring to justice the intellectual authors of the abuses, and to

promote truth and forgiveness through direct confrontation between

victims and perpetrators. 

Despite local demands for justice by victims and families of victims,

at the international level there remains some resistance to the idea

that retributive justice can contribute to the peacebuilding process.

This resistance has been combined with a great deal of controversy

with respect to the implementation of formal justice or Western-

imposed forms of justice, still in its infancy at the international

level. The ad hoc International Criminal Tribunals for the former

Yugoslavia (ICTY) and Rwanda (ICTR) have served as important labo-

ratories for the application of international criminal justice in

postconflict (or ongoing conflict) situations. They have, however, oper-

ated in very different circumstances and under different mandates.

The ICTY operated in the middle of ongoing conflict, amidst an

array of IGOs and NGOs, including the NATO peace support opera-

tions—the NATO-led Implementation Force (IFOR) and the NATO-led

Stabilization Force (SFOR). In contrast, the ICTR operated after the

conflict had ended and in a virtual political vacuum, as only a

handful of IGOs and NGOs continued to operate in the region. The

ICTR itself worked from a small office for the prosecutor in Kigali

and the Tribunal conducted its hearings in Arusha, Tanzania. The

ICTR worked under a very restricted mandate that was bound in

terms of time and territory. The ICTY’s mandate, in contrast, was

more open ended. This allowed the ICTY to continue its work in

Kosovo, whereas the ICTR could not investigate any activities that

took place before or after 1994 or outside of Rwanda. 

One of the difficulties that the Tribunals have encountered in

their work has been a strong resistance on the part of the military

to support the enforcement of proper conduct by combatants. The

ICTY was given a chapter VII mandate from the UN Security Council,

but, as former Chief Prosecutor Louise Arbour pointed out,33 there
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was an initial reluctance on the part of military units to work with

the ICTY in the field. The ICTY, for its part, relied on the military

rather extensively for logistical support in conducting its on site

investigations of war crimes. This was necessitated by the need to

operate in high-risk areas where the conflict was often ongoing, as

well as the need to keep the “scene of the crime” secure while the

prosecutors completed their investigation. The military eventually

became more cooperative and IFOR was subsequently tasked to aid

in the apprehension of indicted war criminals.

A second difficulty encountered by the Tribunals and the more

general effort to pursue justice at the international level has been

the strong commitment on the part of the UN, other IGOs, and most

NGOs to a culture of neutrality. A culture of neutrality does not

favor the production of evidence to support the prosecution of war

criminals. While adopted in good faith, a culture of neutrality limits

the willingness of these actors to support the work of the Tribunals

for fear that the actors will be tainted with being on one side or

the other during the conflict, or in its aftermath. The prosecutor’s

office of the International Tribunals took great pains to explain that

they were pursuing criminals not Serbs or Croats or Hutus and

that the only side they took was the side of justice and truth. They

refused to participate in the discourse of ethnic communities and

instead stood firm on the discourse of justice and criminals. The

culture of neutrality is, however, pervasive throughout most inter-

national institutions and remains one of the more significant

challenges confronting future efforts in this area such as the work

of the ICC.

The international community’s intervention in the postconflict

search for justice has been the cause of resentment for different

reasons. For some it interferes with local efforts and undermines

the development of domestic judicial capacities to pursue justice.

This has, for example, been a concern in Rwanda where a govern-

ment that holds considerable resentment towards the international
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community and its tribunals has adopted its own methods for

distributing justice in the aftermath of the 1994 genocide. In addi-

tion to the more formal but excruciatingly slow legal methods, there

are attempts to turn to a more traditional method, known as gacaca,

in the hope that this will not only expedite the process of reconcili-

ation, but also secure a greater degree of legitimacy and thereby

contribute more directly to the peacebuilding process in that country.34

I N  S O M E  F O R M or another, the issues noted here are represented

in this collection of essays. Jean Daudelin tackles one of the first

hurdles that any international peacebuilding effort will have to

overcome—the fundamental dilemmas surrounding “humanitarian

intervention.” Daudelin notes that there are certain circumstances

that ought to trigger humanitarian and moral calls for interven-

tion by the international community. Using Rwanda as an example,

he argues that apathy is not an option in the face of massive human

rights abuse and humanitarian tragedies. As long as such instances

continue to persist, it is best to have, up front, a full and frank dis-

cussion of the pros and cons of such interventions and to assess

honestly the concrete requirements of such actions in terms of scope,

timeframe, resources and political sustainability. According to Daudelin,

such criteria and mechanisms for international interventions are

sorely missing, and this presents a real obstacle to the proper initi-

ation of peacebuilding missions.

Daudelin identifies four key issue areas or problems that need to

be addressed urgently. First, there is the scope and duration of peace-

building operations. Peacebuilding should not be viewed as a

short-term exercise. Indeed, with attendant intervention, peace-

building missions will inevitably be long and protracted because

they have to deal with significant problems such as massive human

abuse and, in some cases, the complete breakdown of government

and societal order. Interveners must therefore be committed to

long-term involvement. One approach suggested by Daudelin is for
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peacebuilders to think in terms of tasks, not time. The second

important issue raised by the author is funding. Peacebuilding can

be very costly. While there is currently a commendable willingness

on the part of the international community to invest in the process,

the resources are not always forthcoming or sufficient for the task.

As the author points out, inadequate funding can threaten the

credibility, consistency, and effectiveness of interventions. The third

issue raised is the North-South dimension of these operations. The

author is particularly concerned here with the place of the South

in peacebuilding and with the reality that it is difficult to avoid

colonialist/imperialist overtones of externally imposed peacebuilding

operations. Finally, Daudelin discusses the place of national inter-

ests and the extent to which these guide interventions. He notes

that national interests will inevitably be a crucial part of the peace-

building process, and argues that if we cannot link peacebuilding

to the national interest (with all the support, commitment, and

resources that this would imply), it is better to “stay home and shut up.”

Kenneth Bush expands the conceptual discussion of the inter-

ventionary aspects of peacebuilding. He first provides an overview

of the different instruments used by the international community

in pursuit of peacebuilding, but cautions against overemphasizing

certain peacebuilding instruments to the exclusion of others. Bush

maintains that too little attention is devoted to certain instruments

not commonly associated with peacebuilding and that may in fact

actually contribute more than the frequently discussed ones to

establishing a sustainable peace. He raises the following important

questions: do the so-called instruments of peacebuilding serve to

undermine or enhance prospects for a truly sustainable peace?

How do we determine if peacebuilding instruments work? Bush

stresses the importance of not ghettoizing, or compartmentalizing,

peacebuilding. Rather, he calls for a closer integration of peace-

building and development activities and recommends that scholars

and practitioners examine carefully how development work can

contribute to peacebuilding, and vice versa.
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This kind of intersecting analysis should cause one to consider

the tensions that exist between the instruments of peacebuilding,

particularly those that involve military or security forces, and the

desired outcomes. In cautioning against the “commodification” and

militarization of peacebuilding, Bush is critical of the conflict-

nurturing aspects of some Western-designed peacebuilding activities

and of attempts to suppress and undermine indigenous capacity

for recovery. He advocates the delegitimization of gun-based struc-

tures of power and a search for other means of establishing and

exercising authority in the administration of international peace-

building efforts. 

In contrast to Bush’s analysis, Melissa Labonte begins with the

assumption that in the foreseeable future, the development of robust

norms of peace and prevention in the global community will neces-

sarily have to include the use of force. Ankersen and others echo

this theme. Noting that a necessary precondition for the establish-

ment of a peacebuilding mission in a war-torn state is the restoration

of political stability, Labonte maintains that armed force will most

likely be needed to end military hostilities and enforce weapons

disarmament of local conflicting parties. Labonte’s concern is with

preventive value of external military forces to diffuse situations of

unfolding and incipient violent conflict that could negatively affect

peacebuilding and humanitarian activity if left unchecked. 

Labonte is particularly interested in the outcomes resulting from

interactions between various actors involved in peacebuilding: inter-

national nongovernmental humanitarian actors (INGHAs), governments,

and intergovernmental organizations (IGOs). These actors help define

and influence policymakers with respect to the operational preventive

strategies of peacebuilding. The author is interested in understanding

why such strategies are rare and why the decision to undertake

preventive humanitarian responses that include a military compo-

nent varies so much among complex emergencies and conflicts

that share similar characteristics. 
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Chris Ankersen agrees with Labonte and argues that force con-

tinues to play a significant role in peacebuilding in his discussion

of the military’s role in the peacebuilding operation in Kosovo.

However, his case study demonstrates a significant change in the

military’s role in what are now commonly described as peace support

operations. Such operations make it necessary to determine the

proper role for the military, and perhaps even more importantly,

to determine the relationship between the military and other actors

involved in peacebuilding. Part of the difficulty confronting the mili-

tary in peacebuilding is generating a clear definition of conflict and,

more specifically, determining when a conflict begins and ends. If

peacebuilding is about ensuring a lasting peace, then it must

involve much more than a cessation of hostilities. It needs to include

such essential building blocks as economic development, human

rights, the rule of law, democracy, social equity, and environmental

sustainability. Many of these are dependent on the capacity of non-

military actors and it therefore becomes essential for the military

to work with civilian players such as NGOs in support of peace-

building. As the author suggests, an enduring peace requires more

than the military alone can provide and it also obliges all actors

(military and civilian) to cooperate and to overcome their institu-

tional prejudices.

Francis Abiew and Tom Keating examine the role of NGOs in peace-

building missions and consider both the reasons for and the effects

of NGO involvement in these operations. They demonstrate the extent

to which the direction and outcome of peacebuilding processes

have been strongly influenced by the participation of local and trans-

national NGOs. Abiew and Keating point out that the military’s

partnership with civil society is, in most instances, not an option

these days, but a necessity. The importance of an active NGO pres-

ence in peacebuilding situations is supported by examples from the

point of view of operations on the ground. For example, the authors

argue that NGOs have a wealth of experience in relief and recovery
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operations. These groups know who can be rapidly and economi-

cally deployed and are generally aware of the importance of linking

relief efforts to longer-term sustainability and capacity building.

We learn from Abiew and Keating that sustainable peacebuilding

concepts seem to be more readily understood by NGOs than by the

military establishment or even some governments. 

Issues such as people-centered development, the significance of

women and gender issues (such as the education of girls), and more

generally, the importance of ensuring that educational structures

do not replicate past injustices, are generally familiar terrain to

NGOs. As Abiew and Keating suggest, these nonstate actors are at

the forefront of efforts to reintegrate combatants, refugees, and dis-

placed persons into postconflict society. Yet NGOs are not free from

problems and may need codes of conduct that are publicly enunci-

ated and enforced. In building local capacity, outsiders, including

international NGOs, must recognize that they are not neutral

actors and that their involvement will have political consequences—

some negative, some positive. 

David Beer demonstrates some of the political consequences that

can befall some of the most laudable international peacebuilding

efforts. His study focuses on the efforts to return the legitimately

elected leader of Haiti, Jean-Bertrand Aristide, to power and to

strengthen the institutions of justice and policing that were systemati-

cally corrupted during the decades under the country’s former

Duvalier and Cédras dictatorships. Beer shows that while these

were worthy peacebuilding goals, the process was tainted by the

blatant self-interest of the US, the lack of coordination between the

many external players, and the reluctance of the Haitian govern-

ment to embrace the need for radical change in the justice and police

sectors. This case points to the need for peacebuilding efforts to

have clear and attainable goals, to be better coordinated in order to

avoid the overlapping of projects by the multiple players involved,

thus wasting time and resources. Beer also clearly indicates that
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the local (recipient) government must be a responsible and reliable

partner in the peacebuilding process if that process is to reap success.

Sumie Nakaya examines the role of women in peacebuilding,

drawing on evidence from some peacebuilding strategies applied

in Mozambique and Somalia. Nakaya highlights the importance of

enhancing gender equality in postconflict governance and in the

process of structural and social transformation, noting that women’s

commitment to peace is crucial if any postconflict society is to be

able to sustain peace agreements. In her opinion, the often-ignored

discriminatory effects of peacebuilding operations on women, such

as continued violence, discrimination, and poverty, encompass polit-

ical, security, social and economic aspects. It is important therefore

to examine these areas in the search for building a sustainable

peace based on the platform of gender equity. If Nakaya is right,

then conflict resolution and peacebuilding will provide a window

of opportunity for social transformation and the integration of

gender equality into emerging state and social structures. But this

will mean gender mainstreaming both within institutions and at

the center of the structural base of power in postconflict societies.

Adekeye Adebajo concentrates on the role that regional and

international actors played in attempts at building peace in Liberia

and Sierra Leone during the last decade of the twentieth century.

He labels these two countries “West Africa’s tragic twins” and des-

cribes the interlocking relationships that existed between them.

Both countries were plunged into a decade-long civil war by warlords

Charles Taylor (Liberia) and Foday Sankoh (Sierra Leone), who used

revenue from blood diamonds and other raw materials to fuel the

conflicts. In discussing the peacebuilding tools that were used, Adebajo

notes that interventions must be provided with timely resources if

they are to achieve their goals. He also notes that the role of regional

hegemons, like Nigeria, is important, and that international efforts

to contribute to peacebuilding could be built around pillars of

regional hegemons, with the UN helping to share the burdens and

Tom Keating & W. Andy Knight lv



costs of the operations. In such cases, the author emphasizes the

importance of funding for the reintegration of ex-combatants into

society, for the stabilization of the security sector, and for the

rebuilding of state and societal structures and institutions. In addi-

tion, donor conferences, such as have been held for the Balkans,

should be replicated for other regions (like Africa) if peacebuilding

operations are to be successful. Adebajo also notes the importance

of putting a stop to illicit activities. In addressing all of these con-

cerns, it will be essential for the international community to dig

deeper to provide resources.

Kassu Gebremariam reviews the peacebuilding process in the Horn

of Africa (Ethiopia, Sudan, Somalia, Djibouti, Eritrea, Kenya, and

Egypt) and the role of outside agents, especially that of the Organization

of African Unity (OAU) and the Intergovernmental Authority for Drought

and Development (IGADD). He argues that the existing approach to

peacebuilding will not alleviate the crisis in the region. The current

approach is, in his view, overly deterministic and inadequate, for it

fails to address critical values such as the influence of the interna-

tional factor, especially in an historical context. He questions the

commitment to human rights in the region. He also argues that

with the emergence of the neoliberal world order there has been a

disintegration of the state and a decline in individual security. Thus

an international order that sought to protect national borders might

provide a more effective structure of security than one that adopted

a more permissive view of intervention in the name of human security.

Gebremariam strongly suggests that it is necessary for peace-

builders to tap into the local society and to benefit from its indigenous

knowledge, particularly that of the elders. The pattern of interven-

tion that has marked the post–Cold War international system has

tended to undermine African states and overlooked the indigenous

capacity of local actors who are expected to assume the responsi-

bility of state and societal rebuilding once the international actors

withdraw from their territory.
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Shaun Narine is even less sanguine about peacebuilding in Southeast

Asia in his insightful examination into nontraditional forms of inter-

vention and peace support currently being considered by members

of ASEAN. He argues that insofar as “peacebuilding” requires physical

intervention within postconflict societies, ASEAN can be considered

more of an impediment to regional peacebuilding than a help because

peacebuilding norms are generally at odds with most ASEAN members’

view that external intervention in the affairs of the regional states

should be avoided as much as possible. Yet, insofar as peacebuilding

is concentrated on preventing the outbreak and escalation of con-

flict, Narine suggests that ASEAN may have a meaningful, albeit

limited, role to play in laying the foundations for a “culture of conflict

prevention” in Southeast Asia. A move into this area provides a crit-

ically important point of departure for this regional institution.

However, developing a culture of conflict prevention is very much

contingent upon how well the values embodied in that peacebuilding

concept corresponds with the narrower political and economic

self-interest of the states in this region.

Jarat Chopra and Tanja Hohe suggest that peacebuilding can

overcome the powerful norms of nonintervention and the preser-

vation of sovereignty. However, the authors are quick to point out

that for peace to be sustainable, the external actors and transi-

tional administrations must give more thought to the nature of

“participatory governance.” Chopra and Hohe are highly critical of

Western-imposed paradigms of state building which seem mostly

preoccupied with instituting national elections and building

western style forms of governance. There is a noticeable tendency

to exclude local people from the intervention and peacebuilding

processes. This “asocial” form of alienation may have been tenable

for limited types of intervention, but they are disastrous when inter-

vention for longer-term peacebuilding is contemplated. Given that

the notion of participation amongst the peacebuilding cognoscenti

appears to lack clarity at the levels of concept and strategy, the
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authors, drawing on lessons from Afghanistan and East Timor, offer a

number of steps to ensure that local people are properly included

in every stage and aspect of the state-building engineered by external

actors.

Following on from the policy prescriptions of Chopra and Hohe,

Satya Das proposes a number of recommendations for improving

prospects for sustainable peace. Learning lessons from the culture

of violence that seems to have pervaded the latter half of the twen-

tieth century in such places as Central Africa, Rwanda, Sierra Leone,

and the Balkans, Das suggests that to build the peace may require

violating the sovereignty of states, ignoring territorial integrity,

and acting aggressively against states that blatantly violate human

rights standards. He argues that investing in peacebuilding is tanta-

mount to taking out an insurance policy. Das is concerned with the

question of who should pay for that insurance plan, how the

money should be collected and who should control the collected

funds. He offers a number of solutions to this problem, including

the highly controversial suggestion of a global tax on defense spending

and the arms trade, and a novel idea of creating a new post—the UN

High Commissioner for Peacebuilding and Postconflict Reconstruction.

Carolyn Lloyd tackles another issue that is a major stumbling

block to the development of sustainable peace. Her analysis of the

prospects for constructing an effective small arms regulatory

regime is significant in that it demonstrates how the excessive flow

and indiscriminate use of small arms and light weapons, if left

unchecked, can undermine attempts at building sustainable peace.

Yet establishing international norms in this area has been difficult

for a variety of reasons. Lloyd poses the question: what are the pros-

pects of developing an international regime that will bring small

arms and light weapons under control when major states like the

US appear not to be interested in establishing such a regime? She

addresses her question by exploring the conditions under which

states decide to abide, or not, by emerging international norms

and rules. Lloyd arrives at a central hypothesis that posits that
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three variables (knowledge, power, and interest) are indispensable

for such regime formation. These variables are present during the

creation of other arms control regimes but are not yet in place for

small arms and light weapons (SALW). Few measures exist to govern

the flow of SALW. They have been, in essence, the “forgotten” weapons

in international arms control. However, with increased knowledge

of the problems small arms pose, we may be witnessing significant

movement towards the creation of a set of global controls. Beyond

the immediate interest in focusing on a matter foremost amongst

the issues that have frustrated the envisioned “agenda for peace” of

the post-Cold War era, Lloyd contributes as well to the broader debate

about how and when we can expect global actors to cooperate in

sustainable peace projects.

Howard Adelman and Joseph Masciulli provide critical reflections

on the importance of moving beyond the norms that result in a

culture of war to those that support a culture of peace. Adelman

examines the work of scholars who analyze cultures of violence

and offers a particular vision of how peace can be constructed as

well as an antidote lest we think that we have definitive answers.

For as critical as we must be of those processes that have already been

developed in the search of better and more comprehensive solu-

tions, we must remain wary of the solutions we propose and be aware

of the importance of being self-critical. Adelman’s contribution is

akin to the story Sören Kierkegaard tells in his Journals of a man

who sees a sign in a store window that says, “Pants Pressed Here”

and then takes in his trousers to be pressed—only to discover that

the store sells signs. Adelman does not offer to press the pants of

those concerned with peacebuilding but rather to “sell the signs”

that urge us to be more critical when we are analyzing cultures of

violence and offering lessons on how to develop a better peacebuilding

model. 

Masciulli’s cosmopolitan and ethical position does not allow him

to hold out too much hope for a complete elimination of violent

conflict. As far as he is concerned, war cannot be “uninvented” because
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the ability and knowledge to make war persist in the minds of

human beings. Nevertheless, he suggests that partial peace is possible

if it is built on decent politics that are inspired by a global cosmo-

politan culture and world polity. Unlike breathing, eating and sex,

war is not a requirement of the human condition. Thus, there is a

chance that human beings might at some point eliminate it as a

prominent practice in the same way that slavery and human sacrifice

are no longer widespread.

On the hopeful note that building a sustainable peace is possible,

we now turn to the critical analyses offered by our contributors.
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O N  2 1  A P R I L  1 9 9 4 , at the height of the

Rwandan genocide, the UN force commander, General Romeo Dallaire,

declared that he could stop the genocide with 5,000 men.1 The UN

Security Council responded the same day by reducing his contingent

from 2,5482 to 270 men.3 Dallaire was thus condemned to absolute

impotence in the face of one of the worst slaughters of human beings

since World War II: in three months, over 800,000 men, women and

children were killed.4

In the face of such disasters, a growing body of opinion argues

that there are times when the international community has the

responsibility to move in by force to stop massive human rights

violations.5 International irresponsibility provides a shield behind

which these kinds of abuses occur.6 Prevention of such crimes

should be pursued by all means and when such crimes occur, pro-

secution is a necessity. However, a soft consensus now exists on the

need to do something more. In fact, on 7 September 2000, during

the UN Millennium Summit, Canada’s Prime Minister, Jean Chrétien,

announced the formation of an International Commission on

Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) to identify “the appro-

priate international reaction to massive violations of human rights

and crimes against humanity.”7 A year later, the Commission’s Report
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recognized the “responsibility to protect” as a central duty of the

international community.8

Humanitarian intervention, in sum, has become not only a “hot”

topic, but a very real policy option. 

Or has it? The discussion has certainly intensified since the end

of the Cold War as broadly supported, well-meaning and so-called

“nonideological” operations have multiplied: Bosnia, East Timor, Haiti,

Kosovo, Northern Iraq and Somalia. However, interventions that were

meant to be decisive and short have turned into hurried retreats

from countries left on the brink of chaos, or into a continued pres-

ence with unclear mandates, growing unease, fast rising bills and

doubtful sustainability. Even the rhetoric has been toned down.

Well before the end of the US Democratic administration, little was

left of the “Clinton Doctrine” as the Somalia debacle was followed

by the US’s prominence in the global inaction against the Rwanda

genocide, and by the increasingly dirty and deepening mess in

Kosovo.9

Tony Blair’s “ethical foreign policy” also went through hard times

in the wake of arms sales to Zimbabwe and Indonesia,10 and Canada’s

“Human Security” agenda has taken the backseat to the interests of

Canadian oil companies in Southern Sudan.11 Among activists and

practitioners, the complexities of the field and disasters such as the

debacle in Western Zaire, where the estimated number of victims

among Rwandan refugees is at 200,000 (60 percent of whom are chil-

dren), have produced a sense of crisis: “In the modern history of

humanitarian action dating from civilian relief during the Second

World War, never before has the legitimacy of the enterprise been

so pro-foundly and publicly challenged.”12 As push comes to shove,

the dream and reality of interventionist regimes driven by humani-

tarian norms appear to be receding.

Here, I examine the dilemmas confronting humanitarian inter-

ventions and identify ways of resolving and/or circumventing them.

My starting point is straightforward: humanitarian tragedies and

massive human rights violations will happen again, and apathy is
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not an option. However, the current discussion in policy and academic

circles is caught in a box. I take a peek outwards and argue that a

more effective interventionist regime must be centered on the regional

powers of the South, that it must be largely self-sustaining econom-

ically, and that it must necessarily be built on mixed motives. First,

I examine the box in which current thinking on humanitarian

interventions is caught before exploring potential ways of thinking

outside that box.

Current thinking about humanitarian intervention is premised

on three “conclusions:” (1) humanitarian interventions are likely to

involve very significant investments in resources and personnel, for

extensive periods of time; (2) the choice and fate of intervention

depends on a few rich countries in the “West”; and (3) intervention

is best implemented by neutral parties. These assumptions have

important consequences for the ways in which humanitarian inter-

ventions are devised, and they also determine very narrow avenues

for resolving the problems that plague the budding interventionist

regime. It need not be so, for only one of those assumptions—which

pertains to cost, personnel, and time—really looks credible.

We need to admit that short-term, limited operations will be the

exceptions and that the rule will be long, protracted endeavors.

The reason is simple: humanitarian interventions are only contem-

plated in cases of massive human rights violations or total absence

of a governance structure. Typically, these involve either a collapsed

state that cannot regain what Max Weber called “a monopoly of

legitimate violence”13 (Haiti, Guinea Bissau, Liberia, Somalia, and the

Democratic Republic of the Congo, come to mind here), or a well-

functioning state that devotes its capacity to expelling, abusing,

torturing and slaughtering people (Rwanda, Sudan and Yugoslavia

are obvious recent examples; Nazi Germany, Leninist and Stalinist

Russia barely older ones).

The implications for intervening parties are quite obvious: they

need a significant number of soldiers and administrators, as well as

lots of money. Moreover, if they are to fulfill their mandates prop-
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erly, these missions must be prepared to remain for an extended

period of time. This issue has recently dawned on a number of com-

mentators with different political orientations—from Edward Luttwak

to David Rieff and the International Crisis Group (ICG). Luttwak puts

it most bluntly: 

… UN interventions in Sub-Saharan Africa to disarm all comers

and establish law and order cannot be mere raids or visita-

tions à la Somalia…. They must instead lead to the establishment

of UN protectorates that can build infrastructures, provide

education, and administer all the necessary functions of civil

government. Of necessity the duration of these protectorates

is more likely to be measured in decades rather than years.14

People like Ali Mazrui and Michael Waltzer, who are not typically

in agreement with “hawks” such as Luttwak, have echoed these

views. In fact, a whole movement (termed “re-colonialism” by Tim

Shaw and Clement Adibe) has emerged that calls for a reconsidera-

tion of international trusteeship arrangements.15

Such thinking, however, is by no means limited to observers of

Africa. The recent involvement of the international community in

the Balkans, and now in Afghanistan and Iraq, brought home to

Europe and North America the material implications of such endea-

vors. It is becoming clear that the West’s involvement in Bosnia,

Kabul and Kosovo is unlikely to be wrapped up quickly.16

While there is a growing consensus that humane interventionism

will be protracted and costly, there is also a growing admission that

the political and material resources needed are unlikely to be avail-

able. “Triage” as Thomas Weiss put it, is shaping up as the emerging

rule17 that simply cannot be reconciled with a legitimate regime18

and, hence, severely weakens the political sustainability of interven-

tionism. 

The “triage” problem is further aggravated by the absolute promi-

nence of the richest and most powerful countries in current
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interventions. There appears to be unanimous agreement on the

fact that if the problems to be dealt with are concentrated in the

South, the “solution” or “non-solution” that intervention might repre-

sent can only come from the West (or the North).

When Edward Luttwak talks of the need for “neocolonialism”19;

when David Rieff calls for a “new age of liberal imperialism”20 and

Michael Ignatieff for “heavy” nation-building and a well-meaning

imperialism;21 or when Ali Mazrui recommends a “benign coloniza-

tion” of Africa, the agent, explicitly or not, is the West—primarily the

United States.22 Critics, however ferocious, work within the very same

parameters, denouncing the West’s arrogance in thinking only it could

govern (Zartman), its “new colonialism” (Adibe), or its new “military

humanism” (Chomsky).23

There are obvious reasons for such “single-mindedness.” The players

in most cases discussed are Western countries, their common institu-

tions, or the more inclusive ones that they dominate: the Security

Council, NATO, the CSCE, the EU and the G–7/8. Critical recent inter-

ventions have been enabled or disabled by the West, in particular

by the United States or US-led coalitions: Bosnia, East Timor, Eastern

Zaire, Haiti, Iraq, Kosovo, Rwanda, and Somalia, to name a few. 

As matters are currently framed, the fate of any interventionist

regime is in the hands of the West. Yet the West does not seem partic-

ularly keen on intervention. Even in Kosovo, Europe and the United

States now appear unwilling to support and finance the adminis-

tration of the de facto protectorate established after the war. In

January 2001, the entire UN mission established to administer Kosovo

after the war ran out of money—in 2001 it required $325 million to

pay workers, teachers and doctors, manage utilities and traffic lights,

and pay police officers and prosecutors. The French came up with

an emergency transfusion of $3 million, and the Americans helped.

By 4 March 2001, with some $16 million in the bank, the bankruptcy

date shifted slightly to March 23.24

Beyond the ridicule evoked by this situation looms the clear inca-

pacity or unwillingness of the West to sustain a serious interventionist
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endeavor, even in the best political conditions—i.e. with massive

press and TV coverage. If this is the case in the “heart of Europe,”

what becomes of Sudan, Angola, or the Democratic Republic of Congo

(DRC)? 

Even with the current degree of Western commitment, contin-

uing reliance on the United States and Europe further damages

prospects for a broad humanitarian regime as these countries

inevitably tie their interventions to their interests, values and media-

driven humanitarian frenzies. The West, in other words, would do

the “triage,” and the resulting regime would inevitably be liable to

bear the accusations of inconsistency, bias and unfairness. As a result,

the legitimacy and ultimate political sustainability of such regimes

cannot but suffer.

An underlying assumption of the current discussion is that inter-

ested parties cannot be relied upon. Humanitarian motives are felt

to be exclusive and their pursuit must be tainted by no aim other

than the will to do good. That view is further bolstered by the

perception that no intervention can be considered legitimate by the

affected populations unless it is as strictly principled as possible. 

A bureaucratic expression of such an outlook is the UN peace-

keeping system, which makes use of mixed contingents of people

from diverse and faraway places. The quest for a disinterested regime

logically aims at setting up a force that does not have to answer to

state parties, but only to a neutral, principled, and an unbiased inter-

national organ. Suspicion about mixed motives in humanitarian

intervention is such that suggestions of their presence are a central

component of any attempt at delegitimizing a player, be it a country

or an organization, or a whole operation. Examples can be found

in many analyses that present Nigeria’s involvement in Liberia and

Sierra Leone as a quest for regional hegemony; or of Syria’s inter-

vention in Lebanon as being for the sake of its absorption into

Greater Syria; or of France’s Opération Turquoise in Rwanda as a poorly

disguised attempt at sustaining the remnants of its African influence.

Similarly, it has been suggested that Canada’s leading role in docu-
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menting and denouncing the embargo violations that sustain UNITA’s

war effort in Angola could be motivated by its hopes of gaining

ground in diamond production there.25

Mixed motives are indeed difficult to discard and they have possibly

played a role in many cases. The problem, however, is precisely that

it is difficult to imagine significant support for a regime involving

important expenses and potential losses of life without some kind

of interest being at stake. Disinterested parties seem unable to find

the resolve and support needed to sustain costly long-term human-

itarian interventions. 

This constrained discussion leaves open few avenues for action:

doing nothing, however cruel; doing something, however insufficient;

or changing minds on interest and “national” allegiance, however

daunting the challenge. 

The “attentist” school—from the French verb attendre, to wait—

has its degrees of radicalism. Edward Luttwak asks us to “Give War a

Chance,” because “although war is a great evil, it does have a great

virtue: it can resolve political conflicts and lead to peace.”26 Charles

Krauthammer is less sanguine and simply argues: “Humanitarian

war requires means that are inherently inadequate to its end.”27 On

the left, there is a feeling that interventionism is so inextricably

mired in the West’s interests that just about any military operation

would do more harm than good.28 In Noam Chomsky’s words, “one

choice, always available, is to follow the Hippocratic principle: ‘First,

do no harm;’ if you can think of no way to adhere to that elemen-

tary principle, then do nothing; at least that is preferable to causing

harm.”29

By contrast, the activist outlook insists on the need to act, however

insufficient the means, however limited the mandates, and however

biased the selection, for some good will come out of it. This is the

line pursued by humanitarian diplomacies, such as that advocated

by Canada: if Sudan is a lost cause, but something can be done in

Angola, then let us go there; if at the very least 10,000 troops are

needed in the DRC, but only 5,000 can be obtained, well let us go



anyway, for we could not—or would not—do anything in Rwanda.

However, let us at least do something for the Rwandan refugees in

Eastern Zaire, and so on.30 The activist line, however, is quickly losing

ground to the attentists: resources are tied up and problems are

multiplying where we have already acted. The ambiguities of impro-

vised operations, such as in Kosovo, are coming back to haunt the

interventionists as they confront the human consequences of their

action. 

A second strand of activists reach the same conclusion, but argue

that it is national interest rather than narrowly humanitarian motives

that justify humanitarian interventions. This line of thinking, pro-

pounded recently by Chester Crocker,31 has noble roots in the moral

realism of Reihnold Niebuhr, but it is very difficult to see how it

could escape from the “triage” problem: can one really conceive that

every humanitarian disaster is a matter of national interest for the

United States?

Finally, there are the new idealists who are working hard at con-

vincing skeptical elites and electorates that national interest is a

thing of the past, that global governance is a public good, and that

a fair interventionist regime is in everybody’s interest. Andy Knight

succinctly describes a representative variant of this outlook: 

[Peace-maintenance] is a concept that recognizes the need for

the exercise of political authority by the international commu-

nity in the quest for global governance (….) As such, peace-

maintenance is explicitly designed to transcend the parochial

interest of nation-state politics and is aimed at developing

forms of political action based on the notion of cosmopolitan

interests.32

The same neo-idealistic energy appears to drive what one could

call the “blue-think” that dominates UN discourse and that, in Canada

for instance, includes the neo-Pearsonians.33 From this standpoint,

the slightly pathetic appeal of the Brahimi Report is paradigmatic: 
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[UN Member States] must summon the political will to support

the United Nations politically, financially, and operationally once

they have decided to act as the United Nations if the Organization

is to be credible as a force for peace.34

The recent ICISS report adopts a similar outlook as it intends to

goad states into acting by defining an abstract obligation to inter-

vene whenever massive human rights violations are committed.

Without clear and concrete interests and in the absence of political

will, this “responsibility to protect” would lead—legis ex machina—to

the mobilization of humanitarian armies and to their deployment

on the other side of the planet.

It is difficult not to agree with the judgment made implicitly by

the Brahimi report, and explicitly by the ICISS, on the UN’s human-

itarian intervention regime. Yet nothing suggests that calls for

“political will” and “responsibility to protect” would contribute in

any significant manner to the establishment of a fair humanitarian

intervention regime. Doing nothing in the face of future Rwandas

similarly cannot be an option and intervening without the required

means ends up being little more than rhetoric. Given the lukewarm

attitude of Western elites and electorates toward intervention, and

the unease of Southern elites about challenges to their national

sovereignty, it appears that a fairer interventionist regime is either

doomed or that its basic needs are to be sought elsewhere. 

Few analysts or policymakers would challenge the suggestion that

humanitarian interventions are and will be long-term, costly and

complex endeavors. Yet this consensus has not yet affected the ways

in which interventions are planned and implemented. A case in

point is the 24 February 2000 UN Security Council decision to expand

its mission in the war-torn DRC (with a population of 50 million) to

5,537 soldiers until 31 August 2000 to “protect civilians under immi-

nent threat of physical violence.”35 Very few Congolese civilians ended

up being protected by the UN.
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The surreal nature of this mission notwithstanding, to even think

that a defined time frame could be established in advance is utopian.

One needs in fact to think along the lines proposed by the ICG, and

to define mandates not in terms of time but in terms of tasks.36

At a more abstract level, Jarat Chopra neatly sums up what is

needed: 

… the UN must deploy decisively and establish a center of

gravity around which local individuals and institutions can

coalesce until a new authority structure is established and

transferred to a legitimately determined, indigenous leader-

ship. In the interim period, the UN needs to counterbalance

or even displace the oppressors or warlords. This implies that

the UN claims jurisdiction over the entire territory and ought

to deploy throughout if it can.37

At the very least, the time horizon of intervention planners should

be extended to 3–5 years, and the size of the missions systematically

improved. Only such moves could give credibility to these endeavors.

There is a comforting circularity to the West’s self-centered discus-

sion of its responsibilities and motives in humanitarian interventions:

the only cases discussed are those where the role of the West is critical.

The idea that Southern countries could also have such responsibili-

ties or motives is simply foreign to the debate: the South is generally

thought of as the “theater” and at best its soldiers play figurative roles.

Recent history, however, is replete with interventions of the

South in the South.38 Examples are many: Syria in Lebanon, Cuba

in Angola and Ethiopia, Tanzania in Uganda, Nigeria and ECOMOG

in Liberia and Sierra Leone, and—stretching the South—Australia in

East Timor.39 Even Opération Turquoise, France’s belated and supremely

ambiguous intervention in Rwanda, is said to have been precipi-

tated by South Africa’s announced intention to do something.

The point here is that the South also has a moral responsibility

as well as a demonstrated capacity to intervene militarily in conflict
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situations in that region. Therefore, it should also have a primary

place in the design and implementation of broadly agreed humani-

tarian interventions. In fact, such a more central role is critical if there

is to be any hope of global legitimacy for interventionist regimes.

This is especially true as humanitarian intervention involves the

suspension of sovereignty, respect for which is the ultimate retrench-

ment of weaker states against great power diktats. The problem is

recognized by some, but just as quickly dismissed once the gravity

of the situations to be dealt with is brought to bear. A recent state-

ment by Lloyd Axworthy is typical: 

Those who have suffered under colonialism and other outside

involvement in their countries might well be skeptical. However,

preventing abuse, stopping atrocities and dealing with the

impact of war are also their issues, pertaining to their reali-

ties and clearly affecting stability in their backyards.40

If this is the case, then why should they not be parties to the

decision to intervene, and central players in its design and imple-

mentation?

To which the easy answer is: it cannot be done without major

reforms to UN institutions or substantial changes to the way in which

“Southern” regional organizations operate. Yet, the Gulf War, Kosovo,

and Opération Turquoise demonstrated that the de facto decision-making

process in these operations is not at all prisoner of Byzantium on

the Hudson. When the political will is there, mandates can be circum-

vented, obtained ex-post facto, or avoided altogether. More pragmatic

decision-making mechanisms other than the formal Security Council

would have to be devised in order to allow key countries of the

South to be systematically included in discussions of intervention

affecting their region. However, this does not require a revolution.

For the sake of the political sustainability of the emerging regime,

a number of Southern powers need to join in. The countries to be

brought onboard, right now, in the discussion of a Southern-
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flavored interventionist regime are Brazil, Mexico, Nigeria, South

Africa, Egypt, Turkey, China, India, probably Pakistan, as well as

Indonesia. With them, the anticolonialist/anti-imperialist argument

would lose much of its force, and the truly global meaning of inter-

vention would be emphasized. Without them, the legitimacy of

interventionary regimes would be flimsy and their ultimate sustain-

ability doubtful.

A major stumbling block appears to derive from the South’s

sheer lack of the material means necessary to claim a role in the play.

For in spite of the many Southern interventions mentioned, there

is indeed a capability gap when poorer countries confront such

massive endeavors. Is there not, however, a way around this problem

too? 

The problem of resources is typically understood as the difficulty

in finding money and personnel to wage operations. There is much

more to the resource issue, though, than simply the unwillingness

of rich countries to support financially their formal commitments

to human rights. The cost of humanitarian interventions makes

them totally dependent on the will and interests of a few countries,

namely the United States and those in the European Union (EU). This

is massively damaging to a crucial component of any credible regime

of intervention: its consistency. Need should determine interven-

tion, i.e. genocide and massive human rights violations must be

met by forceful interventions—whomever they affect and wherever

they occur. Yet we know that this is NOT happening, that tens of

thousands of Western soldiers went to the Balkans, that General

Dallaire had to manage with only a few hundred in Rwanda, and

that at the moment nobody in the West is sending soldiers to South

Sudan.

The key requirement for consistency, fairness and ultimately legit-

imacy is to delink humanitarian interventions from their financing

by the North. A UN compulsory tax, however, cannot do the trick,

as the still running story of unpaid contribution shows. The dream

of a globally financed UN-controlled international force, in other
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words, will likely remain a dream. The only realistic way to achieve

such a delinking is to make the operations as self-sustaining as

possible. 

To many, the use of local resources by armed foreigners is the

very mark of colonialism and imperialism, precisely what any kind

of humanitarian intervention is meant NOT to be. What happens,

though, is that the international authority does not direct many

resources to the nations in need—thus giving genocide and ethnic

cleansing a chance. Which is the point: either the rich decide, as in

Rwanda or Sudan, or the rest of the international community, most

of whose members are poor, use what is available to stop massive

human rights violations. 

Beyond this founding argument, at least two others merit consid-

eration. Many of the countries currently in need of intervention are

being disemboweled by forces devoted to exploiting key resources,

such as diamonds (Angola, Liberia, Sierra Leone and the Democratic

Republic of Congo), emeralds (Afghanistan) and oil (Sudan).41 These

resources are stakes in these wars but they also fuel them, engen-

dering massive human suffering. Why could they not be used to

stem what they have made possible? Why could the economic logic

of war not be harnessed to end war?42

A third argument has to do with another taboo: current inter-

ventions already live off the land or contemplate ways to do so.

According to the Report of the UN Secretary General on the UN admin-

istration in Kosovo, the budget for the year 2000 has among its

guiding principles “to strengthen the domestic revenue base, with

an expected drop of dependence on donors from 70 per cent in

1999 to 46 per cent in 2000.”43 Similar arrangements also exist in

East Timor,44 where “royalties from production in the [Timor Sea]

Zone of Cooperation were equally split between Australia and the

United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET).”45

In addition to such clear cases, the logic that underlies the various

proposals for “trust funds” in which diamonds or oil revenues

would be put, as well as that of the “oil for food” program that the
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UN managed in Iraq, can also be likened to attempts to control

local resources for internationally imposed purposes.46

In all those cases the use of local resources does not serve a broad-

ening of the intervention coalition: it only reinforces the grip that

the West has over global peace enforcement. What I am proposing

here is to use this logic to break the currently exclusive grip that

the West has over humanitarian interventions. The mechanics needs

to be thought through. A modicum of international participation

would for instance facilitate control and monitoring and contribute

to avoiding the subordination of a given intervention to the interest

of the parties involved. In the end, moreover, it might not be feasible

everywhere or even anywhere, but the core issue remains: as long

as intervention depends on the money, interests and changing media

focus of Northern countries, consistency will be unattainable.

While a reliable resource base is certainly a necessary condition

to creating a fair interventionist regime, it is not sufficient. The

willingness of countries to put their soldiers in harm’s way is also

required. Unless one contemplates the use of mercenaries, which

Kenneth Bush rules out,47 interventions in failed states or civil wars

will call for the commitment of countries to risk the lives of the

men and women serving in their armed forces. And this is where

national interest comes into play. 

Intuitively, the notion of national interest is inimical to the inter-

nationalist logic of humanitarian intervention. At the core of the

interventionist logic is a challenge to sovereignty and an attempt to

establish a rule of law that transcends national states to better

protect their citizens. Hence the tendency to prefer a diverse UN

mission to a more narrowly constituted coalition force led by a

regional middle power. Hence the discomfort felt by many at seeing

NATO take the lead in the Balkans, at France playing such a promi-

nent role in Rwanda, at the US acting alone in Afghanistan, or the

US and UK dominating the intervention in Iraq. 

In theory, the multilateralist bias looks just fine: disinterested

players are most likely to uphold universalist moral principles. In
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practice, however, it is a different story. For the amount of resources

and the risks involved are such that there needs to be something

significant at stake for a country to support seriously humanitarian

interventions. In fact, the poor record of disinterested (in)action

demonstrates the critical importance of national interests to an

interventionist regime. Michael Mandelbaum, for instance, makes a

strong case that it is the absence of a clearly defined national interest

that forced the Clinton administration to opt for the lame air war,

no-troop casualty strategy in Kosovo—at significant cost to indige-

nous civilian human lives48—both there and in Serbia.49

National interest needs not be defined in the positivistic terms

of traditional realist thought. Rather, it needs to be understood as

what a significant portion of a country’s population consider impor-

tant enough to risk the lives of their sons and daughters, jobs and

profits perhaps, as well as significant amounts of their tax money.

National interest gives staying power to interventions and it greatly

facilitates the mobilization of resources. As David Rieff put it recently:

Where politics and, above all, in the conduct of international

relations that can result in war are concerned, however, the

picture is much more mixed. States must wage war, and only

the state’s inherent legitimacy can make it plausible both for

young soldiers to kill and die and for their fellow citizens to

support or at least tolerate such tragedy.50

A sad example of the power of national interest is the speed and

effectiveness with which France was able to set up, deploy, and

effectively use in combat, for Opération Turquoise in Rwanda, a force

that dwarfed anything the UN had been able to muster.51 Mitterand

took the decision to move on 16 June 199452 and the Security Council

approved France’s plan on 22 June.53 In a few days, 2,924 French

soldiers and 510 from other countries—mostly from Senegal—were

mobilized, 54 along with important amounts of military material.55

On 23 June, the force was already able to take control of the
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Nyarushishi camp in Southwestern Rwanda.56 In a few days, France

realized what the UN typically requires weeks and sometimes months

to do.57 France’s behavior and motives were highly questionable,

but the events rest my case: France was ready to invest and risk a

lot, and it did so because its political establishment felt that the

intervention was justified in terms of national interest. 

The policy implications are clear: an interventionist regime still

cannot swim against the current of national interest because, as

William DeMars put it, “all classes of potential interveners—super-

power, former colonial power, or regional power—when acting for

humanitarian goals rather than national interests, lack either the

political determination or the military capacity to accomplish the

task.”58 The regime can thus only be effective by harnessing national

interest for its purposes. Multilateral forces, regional “coalitions of

the willing” and key regional powers might in other words be much

better instruments of the new regime than “disinterested’’ UN-

managed international forces. There has to be a lesson learned from

the supremely ineffective 2,500-strong mission in Rwanda, which

had soldiers from 24 countries, none of them (except Belgium) with

any stake, however symbolic, in the conflict.59 The UN Rapid Reaction

Force, an old dream of the UN Secretary-General which has been

promoted by Canada for quite a while now, would from that perspec-

tive be a questionable idea, for in all likelihood it would never be

adequately financed, or be allowed by participating countries to

put their soldiers at risk.

To put things a different way, an interventionist regime needs

mixed motives. The point Joseph Nye makes about the United States

applies to all: “We should generally avoid the use of force except in

cases where our humanitarian interests are reinforced by the exis-

tence of other strong national interests.”60 This also means that the

role currently claimed by players such as Canada, Denmark, the

Netherlands and Norway in the global peace regime is likely to shrink,

for the scope and danger of the operations needed are clearly beyond

the political capabilities of such disinterested parties.
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“Bringing national interest back in” for the sake of a global human-

itarian regime runs against much of the internationalist grain and

is not a little counterintuitive. The dangers involved in relying on

interested parties cannot be underestimated either. The dilemma

lies between two questions. On the one hand: how can an effective

regime be established that would not rely on bad old national

interest? On the other: How Faustian a bargain would harnessing

national interest be?

Given the state of the world, the establishment of a fair and

sustainable regime of intervention must be seriously contemplated.

Current practice is more than disappointing. Moreover, much of

the current thinking is caught in a box made up of mostly wrong

assumptions. We need to go beyond our fixation with neutrality,

disinterested funding and cosmopolitan outlook to consider less

righteous and more pragmatic stances. 

The construction of a humane international order calls for the

establishment of some kind of regime under which massive human

rights violation would quickly be met by force mandated by the inter-

national community. Humanitarian intervention must be thought

through, its concrete requirements in terms of scope, time frame,

resources and political sustainability must be honestly assessed for

a workable mechanism to emerge. Such a mechanism is sorely needed

and noble-sounding internationalism should not be an obstacle to

the endeavor.61
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You have to relinquish a lot until the reckoning

comes, you snap off a twig, examine it and

realize it’s just the relationship between yourself,

killers and victims that counts. Look some more

and you see there is not much gulf at all between

the three. Close your eyes, open your fingers and

discover you are a hybrid. Open your eyes again,

look in the mirror and someone else looks back:

someone older and degraded. People call it

wisdom but it is just a substitute for hope.1

T H I S  E S S A Y  I S  A  P A R T  O F  A  P R O J E C T

that critically examines the “instruments of reconciliation, retribu-

tion [sic], and peacebuilding.”2 More specifically, the project seeks to

reflect upon our peacebuilding experiences and capacities, and to

assess the effectiveness of our instruments, leading to the develop-

ment of recommendations. In its effort to be genuinely critical, I do

not take “peacebuilding” initiatives at their self-described face value.

Indeed, my starting point is the observation that there are instances

where so-called peacebuilding initiatives have had negative peace-
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building consequences; and where other activities—which are not

conventionally understood within the rubric of peacebuilding—have

had positive peacebuilding impacts. This alone should be sufficient

to evoke a much more self-critical examination of so-called peace-

building projects. However, this has not been the case. 

An explanation of the absence of such an examination may be

related to what we find when we probe the various activities that have

positive and negative peacebuilding impacts. It is argued here that

we are beginning to see the rise of a phenomenon that could be called

“the commodification of peacebuilding”—initiatives that are mass-

produced according to blueprints that meet Northern specifications

and (short-term) interests, but that appear to be only marginally

relevant to or appropriate for the political, social, and economic real-

ities of war-prone societies. Indeed, as peacebuilding is commodified,

there is a decreasing interest among increasingly “professionalized”

peacebuilders to engage in a truly critical examination of the impact

of their work. 

The current discussion is meant to be an invitation into a critical

discussion of the practice and politics of peacebuilding. If we ignore

the phenomenon of the commodification of peacebuilding, then

the best we can hope for is incidental positive impacts or no impact

at all. At worst, we will continue to see conflict exacerbation in the

name of peacebuilding.

An honest answer to the question concerning the “efficacy” of

our peacebuilding instruments is: “we haven’t got a clue.” The current

study proposes a number of conceptual, technical, and political

reasons for this state of ignorance and suggests that it may be linked

to the rise of the commodification of peacebuilding. More impor-

tantly, it offers a way of overcoming it by calling for the acceptance

of a straightforward understanding of peacebuilding as an impact

rather than a taxonomic set of activities. Only then will we be able

to recognize and measure when, why, and how Northern activities

or Northern-supported initiatives can have peacebuilding or conflict-

nurturing impacts. While the eventual development of tools for
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“Peace and Conflict Impact Assessment” (PCIA)3 may help us to identify

instances where peacebuilding has been commodified, ameliorative

action will require many more political resources than analytical

and technical ones.

To address these issues, discussion is structured around analyses

of the concept of (1) “peacebuilding”; (2) a number of conflict-

nurturing peacebuilding initiatives; (3) the militarization of peace-

building; (4) the peacebuilding impacts of some nonpeacebuilding

initiatives; and (5) the underpinnings of the commodification of

peacebuilding.

Any critical discussion of peacebuilding must begin by revisiting

our vocabulary. Thus, it is useful to begin with a brief discussion of

the term “peacebuilding”—particularly in light of the intentional and

unintentional fuzziness in its current use.4

Here, “peacebuilding” is used in its broadest sense to refer to those

initiatives which foster and support sustainable structures and

processes which strengthen the prospects for peaceful coexistence

and decrease the likelihood of the outbreak, reoccurrence, or contin-

uation of violent conflict.5 This process entails both short- and

long-term objectives, for example, short-term humanitarian opera-

tions and longer-term developmental, political, economic, and social

objectives. Peacebuilding is therefore a twofold process of decon-

structing the structures of violence, and constructing the structures

of peace. These are two interrelated but separate sets of activities

that must be undertaken simultaneously. Any intervention that includes

one without the other is guaranteed not to have a net positive

peacebuilding impact. Clearly, the instruments required for peace

construction are different from those required for violence decon-

struction.

Peacebuilding is not about the imposition of “solutions,” it is

about the creation of opportunities. The challenge is to identify and

nurture the political, economic, and social space, within which

indigenous actors can identify, develop, and employ the resources

necessary to build a peaceful, prosperous, and just society. Ultimately,
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peacebuilding entails strengthening or creating democratic struc-

tures and processes that are fair and responsive to the needs of an

entire population—e.g., institutions which protect and advance the

political rights and responsibilities of state and civil society, and

which strengthen human security through the promotion of robust

and sustainable economic, judicial and social practices.

It cannot be overemphasized that at its essence, peacebuilding—

like reconciliation—is an impact or outcome more so than a type of

activity. Over the last few years, peacebuilding instruments have typi-

cally focused on such activities as human rights projects, security

sector reform, democratic institution strengthening, public sector

reform, and more nebulously, “good governance” projects. It is essen-

tial that we consider the peacebuilding and peace-destroying impacts

of those development activities that are not conventionally framed

or analyzed in this context—for example, activities and initiatives

in agriculture, irrigation, health, or education. If we understand

peacebuilding as an impact, then it is necessary to delineate the

“peacebuilding impact” of an initiative from its developmental impact,

economic impact, environmental impact, or gender impact. When

we do so, we see that positive humanitarian or developmental impacts

are, at times, coincident with producing a positive peacebuilding

impact; however, disturbingly, sometimes they are not.

When we understand peacebuilding as an impact, we are com-

pelled to reassess Northern-supported activities in war-prone regions

regardless of whether they are labeled developmental, humanitarian,

“peacebuilding,” commercial, or cultural. We then begin to unearth

some unsettling instances where so-called peacebuilding initiatives

(and other kinds of initiatives) have had conflict-nurturing impacts. 

Some preliminary thinking on this phenomenon has been under-

taken by the well-marketed work of Mary Anderson, who points out

that the economic and political resources bundled into International

Assistance may affect conflict in many ways, such as (1) aid resources

are often stolen by warriors and used to support armies and to buy

weapons; (2) aid affects markets by reinforcing either the war
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economy or the peace economy; (3) the distributional impacts of

aid affect intergroup relationships, either feeding tensions or rein-

forcing connections; (4) aid substitutes for local resources required

to meet civilian needs, freeing them to support the conflict; and (5)

aid legitimizes people and their actions or agendas, supporting the

pursuit of either war or peace. 6

While Anderson is concerned largely with humanitarian assis-

tance in conflict-prone regions, the examples below illustrate two

self-described peacebuilding initiatives that appear to have had nega-

tive impacts. One is a large scale, high profile “operation.” The other

is a small scale, low profile project. Following these two cases, discus-

sion turns to a related phenomenon: the militarization of peace-

building.

Iain Guest of the Overseas Development Council outlines the

first example in an editorial entitled “Misplaced Charity Undermines

Kosovo’s Self-Reliance.”7 He develops the contentious argument that

the $456-million UN Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) operation “was

squandered on a foreign-driven emergency relief operation that has

undermined Kosovo’s [significant] indigenous capacity for recovery.”

According to Guest, International aid officials brought a profound

misconception to their work in Kosovo. They viewed the returning

Kosovar refugees as victims in need rather than survivors with

strengths. 

In some respects, Kosovo’s civil society emerged tougher and

more mature from the ordeal. Yet, this was not the way it looked to

Geneva and New York. From the start, the international agencies

assumed they were dealing with a “humanitarian emergency.” At

first sight this was not surprising. Sixty thousand houses were

destroyed. Heating, water, and electricity had stopped functioning.

Over 10,000 Kosovars were missing. Mass graves were being found.

Kosovo’s minorities—the Gypsies (Roma) and Serbs—were isolated

and frightened. It is easy to see why governments (and multilateral

agencies) threw humanitarian aid at Kosovo, and why so many

seasoned international nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) res-
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ponded. As of the beginning of December, 285 NGOs were regis-

tered in Pristina. 

Throughout the second half of 1999, UNMIK, NATO, and their

NGO partners mounted a classic relief operation. They delivered

food aid, handed out shelter kits, and dispatched patrols to guard

Orthodox churches and rescue individual families. Yet, by December,

there was little to show for the effort. Garbage was still piled high

in the streets of Pristina. Electricity, water, and heating were inter-

mittent. Only one class of Kosovar police had graduated from UNMIK’s

police training academy. Most Serbs and Roma had fled or were in

hiding. 

None of this is to underestimate the difficulty of rebuilding Kosovo.

But it is to argue that reconstruction would have been put on a more

solid footing if it had been built around civil society instead of

humanitarian commodities and services. The massive concentra-

tion of international aid in such a tiny country has had a devastating

impact. By December 1999, car accidents had overtaken landmines

as a source of injuries. Less visible, but equally damaging, was the

inflation caused by agencies snapping up houses at prices way beyond

the means of Kosovars. Unable to pay rents, and with their families

on welfare, many students were forced to sleep in classrooms. But

nothing caused more distortions than UNMIK’s policy on salaries.

Kosovar teachers, doctors, and police officials receive between $100

and $150 a month. But a Kosovar could earn over ten times as much

by working for an international agency as a driver, watchman, or

interpreter. Guest mentions one of Kosovo’s most experienced human

rights activists who had helped to establish a women’s legal aid

center and had attended lengthy human rights training courses in

Norway and Geneva during the 1990s. But as a “local employee” of

the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE),

she now translates for international staff with a fraction of her

experience. Officially, she is unable even to take testimony from

victims. It is a “scandalous misuse of local talent.” This reservoir of

local talent should have been the centerpiece of UNMIK’s recon-
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struction strategy. The ultimate net impact was a contribution to

the incapacity—rather than capacity—of civil society to rebuild itself

upon a foundation of tolerance and respect.

In June 2000, I had the opportunity to review a number of youth

programs in the Republika Srpska (“RS”), many of which included

“conflict resolution” workshops. I left Bosnia Herzegovina asking

what, if any, positive peacebuilding impacts are being generated by

the hundreds of internationally supported workshops in the ethni-

cally cleansed post-/prewar reality of Serbian Bosnia Herzegovina.

What would peacebuilding look like in postwar Germany if the

Nazis had won? In the shadow of some of the dirtiest ethnicized

violence of the 20th Century—which included the butchering of

200,000 to 250,000 children, women and men—one cannot but be

struck by the realization that this question is no longer hypothet-

ical.8 In many cases, the willingness of internationally supported

projects to work within “the givens” on the ground, effectively accepts,

excuses, and ultimately legitimizes the atrocities that created the

current political dispensation. The subtlety with which some project

officers achieved this was impressive. One informed me that his

conflict resolution workshops worked within what he called

“geographical communities”—which, when translated from English

to English, meant the Serb areas in RS. This sleight of hand avoided

the question of whether in fact the Canadian-funded project worked

to build bridges between ethnic communities. Without mentioning

the fact of ethnic cleansing, the impression is created that they

were working in the intergroup arena, whereas this was not the

case. The workshops themselves did not create a multiethnic space

within which youth and young adults from all communities could

begin to address the many unburied issues of such conflicts. When

pushed on this issue, he argued that the distance was necessary “in

light of the intergroup hyper-violence.” 

As a result, workshops of homogenous groups of Serbian youth

dealt largely with various interpersonal problems universal to adoles-

cents and youth around the world. When their wartime experiences



were addressed, it appeared to reinforce a sense of common victim-

hood and a need to maintain ethnically cleansed geographies—

rather than initiate contacts across the interethnic divide.9 The

memories of close friendships with kids from other ethnic groups

were fading with time, allowing those personal linkages and opportu-

nities for peacebuilding to fade also. The foundation of peacebuilding

was being allowed to crumble in the same way as the burnt out

houses on the Bosnian landscape. Sadly, biographical borders were

being reshaped along with ethnicized geographical borders—with

the help of internationally supported peacebuilding projects. 

How can there be any semblance of genuine peacebuilding if there

is no contact with members of other ethnic groups? The result of

conflict resolution workshops in RS is not peacebuilding, but the

reinforcement of apartheid geographies sought and achieved by

the Balkan génocidiers.10 Interestingly, and disturbingly, despite the

fact that every male in the region over the age of 22 would have

been directly involved in the militarized cleansing campaigns, to

my knowledge there is not a single project addressing the individual

and collective pathologies that must inevitably have accumulated

during the war on civilians.

While there are often clear military security tasks in “post”-conflict

settings that are best undertaken by military actors, it is an increas-

ingly common mistake to cast military activities as the cardinal

referent from which all other activities take their bearing. Inter-

national intervention in Somalia, where ten dollars were spent on

the military-security requirements for every one dollar spent on

humanitarian assistance, demonstrates how this may jeopardize

peace and reconstruction efforts.11 Peacebuilding is essentially a

developmental initiative with a crucial security component, rather

than the other way around. While the military security dimension

should not be neglected, the prospects for longer-term develop-

ment are compromised to the extent that it is dominated by military

security logic. It needs to be emphasized that the militarization of

peacebuilding does not simply refer to the use of military personnel
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in nonmilitary self-described peacebuilding or humanitarian roles.

It refers to the application of a militarized logic and approach to the

peacebuilding problematic.

In many ways, the modus operandi of military organizations runs

contrary to most approaches to a sustainable developmental approach

to peacebuilding. Military-led approaches minimize local inputs

and place a priority on self-sufficiency; development approaches

tend to maximize local inputs and build on local resources. Military-

led approaches bring with them the material and human resources

for their anticipated job; development actors attempt to develop

state and community capacities to identify problems and formu-

late solutions. A military-led approach is task-oriented, short-term

and dependent on high institutional support; a development ap-

proach is process-oriented, long-term, and minimally dependent

on institutional support.

In an already militarized situation, a trained and disciplined

military force is essential for some tasks in the first stages of demilita-

rization—for example the decommissioning of arms, demobilization

of soldiers, and de-mining. Also, the contributions of military engi-

neers in the areas of logistics and infrastructural construction in

the immediate postconflict setting are sometimes invaluable, as

Ankersen notes.12 This is where the military’s talents are best used.

However, the military does not possess the necessary skill set to

play effective nonmilitary roles. 

A fine example of a study advocating the militarization of human-

itarianism and peacebuilding is the CARE Canada-sponsored study

entitled Mean Times: Humanitarian Action in Complex Political Emergency

that makes the recommendation that NGOs should “consider the

privatization of security for humanitarian purposes.”13

The expanded use of “professional security/military private compa-

nies” is an especially dangerous path to follow. Notwithstanding the

very real and serious human rights, humanitarian law, accountability,

transparency and funding problems inherent in these companies

(KMS, Sandlines, Executive Outcomes, MPRI, etc.), an approach which
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increases the “privatization of security” at the international level

further erodes the legitimacy of the state as an institution and the

very idea of the state as the sole actor with legitimate recourse to

the use of armed force. Unfortunately, the checks and balances which

allow private security instruments at the sub-national level are not

present internationally to a degree which would ensure that legal,

humanitarian and human rights abuses do not take place.

Such “privatization” would allow for the further militarization

of an already difficult, complicated and violent situation in a variety

of ways. For peacebuilding initiatives, the extent to which actors

work through and adopt a “culture of violence,”14 determines whether

they are legitimizing and subsidizing the further militarization of

the conflict. This approach includes treating warring factions as if

they were the legitimate representatives of a terrorized population

and includes the use of militarized forces to “protect” the delivery

of humanitarian assistance, often with no thought as to the “safety”

of the civilian recipients.

In particular, such an approach would serve to legitimize gun-

based authority structures, undermining attempts to identify and

strengthen the often voiceless masses who were silenced through

policies of intimidation and terror during a conflict. Surely, the

real challenge we are called upon to answer is how to deligitimize

violent gun-based authority structures and to religitimize traditional

and/or alternative authority structures based on the constructive

conflict management techniques of discussion and compromise.

The militarization of society takes on many forms. There is the

increasing prevalence and influence of military and paramilitary

actors in the political-economic and social decision-making appa-

ratus of the communities engulfed in the conflict. There is also a

shift of priorities and resources from civilian, humanitarian and

human rights needs to warfighting. Then there is the large influx

of small arms into the hands of civilians, especially children, on

the streets and fields of conflict.15 Most importantly, it refers to the

tendency for intergroup relations and conflict management to be
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defined solely in narrow military-security terms. Hence, social and

political problems come to be represented as “military-security” prob-

lems that justify and require military-security solutions. The fact

that the political, economic and social root causes of these violent

conflicts require appropriate corresponding political, economic and

social strategies and instruments seem to be largely ignored. Military

instruments alone cannot provide sustainable solutions to deep-

rooted sociopolitical conflicts. Indeed, it is a well-known lesson of

fieldwork that when humanitarian actors arm themselves, the local

dynamics escalate and further polarize an already extremely difficult

situation.

If armed forces are employed by so-called “humanitarian” actors,

and are to be used for something more than window dressing, then

at some point they will have to pull their triggers. In crude terms,

the following questions must be addressed: what is an acceptable

ratio of “locals” killed to assistance delivered? Perhaps both “human-

itarians” and peacebuilders would be better served by following

strategies which support community-level constructive conflict ma-

nagement rather than hiring mercenaries (directly or indirectly) to

fight their way into situations. This would be one way of shifting

from a culture of violence to one of sustainable peace.

If the examples above illustrate the conflict-nurturing impact of

self-described peacebuilding activities, the next two examples focus

on less glamorous types of “instruments” which have had significant

and positive peacebuilding impacts but are not usually identified

as “peacebuilding instruments” per se. As peacebuilding is com-

modified, these are the types of projects that are likely marginalized

from peacebuilding discussions.

The first example is the national immunization days project in

war zones that, in addition to having measurable health impacts,

has also created the space within which health benefits led to the

recognition of common interests and the measurable expansion of

peacebuilding space. In active war zones around the world, ceasefires

have been arranged to enable the mass immunization of children
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inside and outside war zones as part of the massive effort to eradi-

cate polio from the face of the planet.16

There can be little doubt that the health impact of the polio

eradication initiative has been profound in both war and non-war

zones—having succeeded in eliminating polio from large parts of

the planet. The access that has been achieved under difficult circum-

stances has exceeded all expectations. For example, the “National

Immunization Days” in the DRC from 13 to 15 August 1999 reached

an estimated 80 percent of the approximately ten million children

in that country. Despite fighting in the northeastern city of Kisangani,

91 percent of the children there were immunized.17 Similarly, in 

Sri Lanka, in September and October 1999, “Days of Tranquility”

were established to permit the immunization of all children in the

country— for the fifth time since the conflict spiraled into violence

in 1983. According to some experts, Sri Lanka may now be free of

polio.18 The success of this initiative illustrates that children’s health

can become a superordinate goal around which interests can converge

across battle lines to induce the cooperation necessary for immu-

nization campaigns. Cambodia, El Salvador, Lebanon, and the

Philippines provide important instances from which lessons can be

learned.

The challenge for health workers is to monitor the impact of the

conflict environment on immunization initiatives. However, it is

equally important to consider the impact such initiatives may have

on the peace and conflict environment, because this may be the

critical factor in explaining how interventions of this kind are possible

in the midst of brutalizing wars.

There is a growing understanding among development workers

on the ground that immunization days may have a positive impact

on efforts to end conflicts. For example, in the Batticaloa District of

Sri Lanka, the process of organizing Days of Tranquility in the war

zone cultivated important informal channels of communication and

cooperation across political and ethnic divides. These channels appear

to have been central to the negotiations that finally brought elec-
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tricity back to the region.19 They have also been essential in defusing

local level tensions following the formal ceasefire in February 2002.20

In Somalia, the demand from the local population that their chil-

dren be immunized led local leaders to de-mine roads to permit

access for vaccination teams. Decrees were issued that no weapons

were to be displayed on the days of the immunization campaigns.21

Such events have contributed both directly and indirectly to peace-

building.

The second example is the USAID-supported Gal Oya water manage-

ment project in Sri Lanka, which provides an excellent example of

a project that generated both developmental and peacebuilding

benefits.22 Interestingly, its peacebuilding function was entirely inci-

dental to the project. By cultivating the mutual interests of members

from different ethnic and socioeconomic groups, the project managed

to thrive even in the midst of severe communal conflict. And perhaps

more importantly, it resulted in the construction of ad hoc institu-

tions of intercommunal cooperation beyond the scope of water

management. In other words, it had a significant, positive impact

on the incentives for peace within a particular area of Sri Lanka. 

The Gal Oya Water project was one of the largest and most complex

water schemes in Sri Lanka. It faced daunting obstacles—physical,

infrastructural, bureaucratic, and political. To top it all off, the project

was confronted with an over-arching ethnic dimension: the Tamil-

Sinhalese divide, which constitutes the main battle line in the

ethnic violence at the national level, was paralleled at the local level

of the project. In the context of ethnic tensions, if water did not

reach the Tamil “tail-enders,” there would be good chance that this

would be attributed to the “maliciousness” of the Sinhalese “head-

enders” rather than to geographical or other factors. In other words,

the incentive structure was not especially conducive to cooperation

between the communities.

The specific impact on the incentive structures for peace is most

evident in the detailed studies of the Gal Oya project undertaken

by Norman Uphoff, who, in the midst of a project set in the context
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of escalating intergroup violence, expressed surprise at seeing “demon-

strations of co-operation and generosity—within farming com-

munities, between ethnic groups, on the part of officials, and between

officials and farmers.”23 He recounts incidents during communal

riots when Sinhalese farmer representatives took it upon themselves

to guard the homes of the Work Supervisor and Technical Assistant

(Tamil) in Gongagolla. Uphoff explains the interest-based compo-

nent of why this was so as follows:

Water distribution creates foreseeable incentives for co-opera-

tion among users. There is likely to be some competition, even

conflict, among users within any given command area if the

supply of water from a common source is inadequate to meet

all the demand. At the same time, there are incentives for co-

operation to increase that supply, if possible, thereby reducing

conflict and enhancing productivity, converting a zero-sum situ-

ation to a positive-sum one by collective action. Farmers on

different field channels who may clash over the distribution

of their water among their channels have reason to co-operate

when it comes to getting more water supply into the distribu-

tary channel that serves their respective field channels.24

Gradually however, there evolved not only a common set of inter-

ests, but a shared common identity among Tamils and Sinhalese.25

Mutually exclusive ethnic identities gradually gave way to a shared

identity as farmers. The combination of contact, interest, and partici-

pation helped to forge strong bonds of friendship that “took on

practical meaning with the emergence of co-operation and ener-

gization in Gal Oya.”26

What does the Gal Oya project teach us about successful peace-

building? It appears that some of the factors that contributed to its

success as a development project also contributed to its success in

peacebuilding. The fact that it is a thoroughly participatory devel-

opment project may be an important factor in explaining its success

36 Commodification, Compartmentalization, and Militarization of Peacebuilding



in both areas. The emphasis on promoting participation generated

a number of operating principles which have clear peacebuilding

implications: (1) ensuring continuity of personnel to make a learning

process more feasible; (2) having a network of supportive, committed

persons in a variety of positions; (3) avoiding partisan political

involvement; (4) attracting and retaining the right kind of community

leadership; and (5) going beyond narrow conceptions of self-interest.

Particularly relevant to the argument that peacebuilding requires a

strong participatory dimension is Uphoff’s observation that “more

important than knowing how much participation is occurring is

knowing who is or is not involved in different kinds of participation.”27

It is possible to identify other lessons from Gal Oya that may be

generalized and applied to the explicit cultivation of a peacebuilding

dimension in development projects. There was an emphasis on local

capacity building in self-management and self-reliance in both

resource use and communal relations. The project steered away from

too much government involvement and, perhaps most importantly, it

accept[ed], genuinely and fully, that intended beneficiaries have

intelligence and social skills, not just labour and funds, that

can be useful for project design and implementation. The poor

can even usefully comment on technical design questions, but

more important, they can help to plan and carry out the ma-

nagement of project activities.28

Although some of the factors that contributed to the development

success of the project may also have contributed to its peacebuilding

success, there is still a need for a different set of criteria to assess

the peacebuilding impact of the project.

Within the spatial constraints of this current study, the empir-

ical discussion above sets the context for a more explicitly political

analysis of the commodification of peacebuilding. 

There are many possible approaches to the examination of peace-

building. One approach has been the development of taxonomies
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of instruments that are sometimes accompanied by case studies

claiming to assess the efficacy of different instruments in different

settings.29 The comparison of different instruments in different con-

texts is meant to provide the basis for determining more system-

atically how and why certain instruments are more or less suitable

and effective in particular settings. In other words, it might help 

to match instruments to the operational environment. Thus, for

example, it might enable us to better understand the sociopolitical

postconflict conditions that make South African style Truth

Commissions a better bet than International Criminal Tribunals—

or vice versa. 

Taxonomic approaches work when they increase our under-

standing of a phenomenon by highlighting its elemental features

while muting extraneous or tertiary features. Such approaches might

be seen as methodologically prudent, even elegant. However, I confess

to being wary about adopting them in the current examination of

peacebuilding—not because they unavoidably exclude more than

they include, but because of competing inflationary and deflationary

tendencies by practitioners and policymakers in the application of

the label “peacebuilding” to their initiatives. On the one hand, it

seems that from a field perspective almost any project set in a region

of militarized violence can be labeled a “peacebuilding project.” On

the other hand, from a donor and policy perspective, the label is

typically applied to a narrow set of activities such as human rights

projects, security sector reform, democratic institution strengthening,

public sector reform, and more nebulously, “good governance” proj-

ects (typically focusing on government rather than civil society or

the private sector or the relationships between the three entities). 

In the worst case scenario, this leads to the commodification of

peacebuilding: a process in which peacebuilding as an idea and as

a set of practices is simply stuffed into the standard operating systems

of the standard international actors who do the same old song and

dance. When “new monies” are found, or existing monies are real-

located to support “peacebuilding activities,” the old wine-new bottle
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syndrome is as prevalent as the faces at the funding trough. Nowhere

is this more evident than in the continued militarization of peace-

building interventions. 

Integral to the commodification of peacebuilding is its compart-

mentalization and perhaps, eventually, its ghettoization—not unlike

the less-than-effective mainstreaming of gender and the environ-

ment into our development thinking and programming. Discussions

of peacebuilding have so far excluded the vast majority of activities

supported or undertaken by international actors that directly affect

the dynamics of peace and violent conflict, such as “conventional”

development and humanitarian initiatives by aid agencies (health,

education, agriculture, and so on); the business practices of multi-

national corporations; or foreign economic policies of states that

often subsidize corrupt, human rights-abusing regimes in the South. 

Without the compartmentalization of our peacebuilding thinking

and programming, we would have to confront the big, and uncom-

fortable, contradictions between peacebuilding rhetoric and standard

international practices. How, for example, can we take seriously the

peacebuilding rhetoric of the permanent members of the UN Security

Council when they are also the world’s largest arms traffickers?30

Or how can we take seriously the US concerns about East Timor when

it supported training programs for the Indonesian military forces

(following in the US tradition of the School of the Americas in the

United States that trained the military and paramilitary arms of

human rights abusing regimes throughout Latin America) impli-

cated in the atrocities that preceded East Timor’s independence?31

Or how can we take seriously the US’s concern for Palestinians in

the Fall 2000, when it sat mute as the Israeli State used its helicopter

gunships, tanks, and full military force against Palestinian children,

women and men? Or how can we take seriously the rhetoric of the

UK, when its so-called “Ethical Foreign Policy” allowed for the sale

of military equipment to Pakistan (only ten months after it

condemned the military regime that overthrew the elected govern-

ment) and to the Mugabe Regime in Zimbabwe while it is embroiled
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in military adventurism in the DRC—not to mention its vicious

attacks on internal political opponents and white farmers?32

It is for this reason that this study is prefaced by the quote from

Anthony Loyd, which is meant to underscore the moral and polit-

ical ambiguity of the motives and impact of the Northern-driven

Peacebuilding Project. The quote would fit perfectly if the final

sentence read, “People call it peacebuilding but it is just a substitute

for hope.”

How do we know that any self-described peacebuilding instru-

ment/initiative even works, aside from anecdotal stories shared over

warm beer in generic bars in war-prone regions around the world?

An unsettling characteristic of the proliferating self-described peace-

building projects has been the failure to evaluate them systematically—

a situation not unique to this particular set of international activi-

ties, by any means. There are many reasons for this, but three in

particular need to be highlighted in the current context. One is polit-

ical; the other two are technical. 

The political reason is tied directly to the need for Northern

donors to show their domestic constituencies that they are program-

ming in the area of peacebuilding—a need heightened by (1) the

public nature and scale of post–Cold War massacres of civilians (epit-

omized in the hyper-violence of Rwanda and the Balkans) and (2)

the conspicuous failure of Northern States to intervene effectively

in such dirty militarized violence—or worse, to fuel it implicitly

through acts of commission and omission. For this reason, in the

mid- and late 1990s, Northern donors became quite desperate to be

seen as funding anything that could plausibly be construed as peace-

building in intention. In such circumstances, the profile of an

initiative was more important than the potential impact. Accordingly,

we saw the rise of high profile, media-savvy, low-impact-on-the-ground

projects like the War-Torn Societies Project and the Carnegie Commission

on Preventing Deadly Conflict. In some of these projects, a bizarre

funding dynamic appeared to set in whereby the very lack of sub-

stantive impact by the project encouraged some donors to continue
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funding it just to avoid being seen as having backed a loser—classic

cases of good money following bad. The absence of independent

audits and evaluations of these projects, in effect, served the inter-

ests of both donors and recipients. 

The technical obstacles to the evaluation of self-described peace-

building projects are twofold. The first is simply the absence of

appropriate methodological tools and the means to apply them.

The second is the application of inappropriate existing programming

and evaluation tools. Thus, some efforts to examine peacebuilding-

related programs (such as governance programs) that use conventional

evaluation methods have generated rather bizarre indicators—such

as the World Bank’s use of “length of time it takes to have a tele-

phone line installed” as a governance indicator.33

It is becoming increasingly clear that there is a fundamental mis-

match—not a “gap”—between the planning, implementation and

evaluation tools at the disposal of international actors in conflict

settings and the types of challenges they are ostensibly meant to

address.34 The current focus on so-called “gaps” by many within the

academic, policy and operational communities35 may inhibit us from

critically assessing the structures, processes, and standard operating

procedures that currently define and limit bilateral and multilat-

eral developmental humanitarian “institutions”/organizations. The

logic and rules of the conventional humanitarian, development, and

peacebuilding “game” often undercut peacebuilding impacts/outcomes.

The conventional programming logic of efficiency, product-over-process,

linearity, and “results-based management” inherent in Northern-

control projects (under the guise of monitoring and accountability)

is at odds with what is often required for sustainable, effective,

humanitarian/developmental peacebuilding initiatives, e.g., approaches

that are organic, process-oriented, community-controlled, respon-

sive, and nonlinear. If our current approaches—our standard operating

procedures—are at odds with our peacebuilding objectives, then we

require a new and different approach to our work in conflict-prone

regions—an approach that is very different from our standard oper-
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ating procedures; an approach that may be antithetical to our

current methodologies and tools.

One starting point for the casting of a new approach/instrument

is to subvert/reverse the principles that, so far, have been guiding

our work, as suggested in Table 2.1:

Despite the increasing momentum of the commodification of

peacebuilding, there is still the space within which to challenge and

resist this process. It requires us constantly to ask the following

question of all self-described peacebuilding initiatives: “Will/did the

activity foster or support sustainable structures and processes which

strengthen the prospects for peaceful coexistence and decrease the

likelihood of the outbreak, reoccurrence, or continuation of violent

conflict?” And it requires us to ask the same question of almost any

activity in conflict-prone areas.

The development of the instruments necessary to answer this

question is a relatively straightforward technical exercise that will

respond to the application of intellectual resources, community partic-

ipation, and appropriate levels of funding. However, the biggest

challenges to answering this question are political not technical.36

Nonetheless, we should recognize that the very posing of this ques-
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Principles Guiding Present Approach

Structured/mechanistic 

Control obsessed (externally) 

Ostensibly predictable 

Product-obsessed 

Time limited (bungee cord 

interventions)

Absence

Rigidly Planned

Routine

Principles to Guide Future Approaches 

Less Structured/organic

Locally controlled

Patently unpredictable

Process-oriented

Open-ended

Presence

Responsive 

Creative



tion is an essential part of the process of nurturing activities that

have genuine, just, and lasting peacebuilding consequences.

We find ourselves at a unique moment in this peacebuilding dis-

cussion. There are many allies within gatekeeper organizations that

are committed to genuine peacebuilding, but they frequently find

themselves stymied by rigid and unhelpful bureaucratic structures

and internal political feuding. One colleague at the World Bank

explained that his biggest battles in the area of postconflict recon-

struction are the daily fights within his organization—leading him

to describe himself as a “bureaucratic guerrilla.” However, despite

the obstacles, there are the opportunities to work both within and

outside the “peacebuilding establishment” to move this question to

the center of our work.
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T H E  F O L L O W I N G  C O N C E P T U A L  N A R R A T I V E

represents research in progress that explores and explains a select

aspect of the processes that lead to strategic policymaking and deci-

sions about humanitarian intervention in complex emergencies. It

focuses on outcomes resulting from interactions between interna-

tional nongovernmental humanitarian actors (INGHAs),1 governments,

and intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) in defining agendas and

influencing policymaking concerning operational prevention and

peacebuilding strategies.2

The discussion begins with this key assumption: In the foresee-

able future, the development of robust norms of peace and conflict

prevention in the global community of state and nonstate actors

will have to include the possibility of the use of force. Even in the

most forward-looking operational frameworks of conflict preven-

tion and peacebuilding, the option to employ preventive action in the

form of military or armed humanitarian intervention will inevitably

be featured.3 To paraphrase one scholar, “[a] necessary condition for

successful peace-building is the restoration of political stability….

[A]t a minimum, this calls for the termination of military hostili-

ties and the control of weapons.”4 While this statement does not

necessarily mean that force should always be used to end violence,
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the linkage of political stability to the cessation of military hostili-

ties leaves open the use of armed force as an option in pursuit of

that goal. From the perspective of theory and practice, frameworks

that disregard options of coercion or use of force will likely not be

effective operationally, nor will they alter the behavior of would-be

perpetrators of civil unrest and internal violence.

The use of force, when employed in a discriminate, selective, and

proportionate fashion, can contribute to the development of norms

of peace and conflict prevention. Its preventive value resides in the

potential it has to halt further spirals of violence that, in extreme

cases, can lead to protracted social conflict or “low intensity” civil

conflict—conditions that perhaps are best equated to a culture of

violence.5 These conditions have befallen far too many states in the

recent past—among them Afghanistan, Angola, Burundi, Congo

(Zaire), Iraq, Lebanon, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Somalia, and Sudan—

and the international community has only just begun to address the

special needs of such societies.

Operational prevention in the form of armed humanitarian inter-

vention is designed primarily to defuse situations of unfolding,

imminent, widespread conflict and/or complex emergencies; posi-

tively influence the local conflict dynamics so as to enhance the

effectiveness of humanitarian operations; and help create the neces-

sary conditions under which parallel efforts to restore peace and

stability, most notably diplomatic and peacebuilding endeavors, can

be carried out with a greater chance of success.6 It should be noted

that the concept of humanitarian intervention used here differs

from that of humanitarian assistance or humanitarian operations

with a military component, as the latter two center mainly around

the partnering of military and civilian efforts to manage a conflict

environment. The goals of these undertakings include creating hu-

manitarian access zones (cordons sanitairès), providing military escorts

to humanitarian relief convoys and shipments, or offering protec-

tion alongside humanitarian workers in refugee camps.7
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There is evidence to suggest that INGHAs do play an important

role in helping to explain part of the variance in these outcomes.

The proposed logic that underlies this claim can be presented in the

following way: (1) Following the end of the Cold War, governments

and IGOs recognized the logic of including preventive action strate-

gies as part of an overall conflict prevention framework. However,

states and IGOs have been unwilling and/or unable, in many cases,

to undertake preventive action strategies that involve forcible inter-

vention for humanitarian purposes; (2) States instead rely on other

actors, especially INGHAs, to act where they cannot or will not. This

devolution can be attributed to the perception by states (and IGOs)

that INGHAs are responsive, flexible, and effective agents of good

governance. In turn, INGHAs have experienced rapid growth in the

post–Cold War era, as well as tremendous changes in the scope and

nature of their operations in zones of conflict; (3) Ultimately, this

combination of increased state and IGO reliance on INGHAs, as well

as changes in INGHA attitudes on how to manage more effectively

the intersection of politics and their own expanded activities in com-

plex humanitarian emergencies, has led to the development of new

sets of relationships between these actors, IGOs, and states; (4)

Characteristic of these new relationships are: increases in the perceived

legitimacy and credibility of INGHAs as information providers to policy-

makers; increased access by INGHAs to individuals and institutions

that are key players in policymaking circles and significant advances

in the organizational sophistication of INGHAs, such that they are

capable of advancing an advocacy and/or campaigning dimension

to their work; (5) A growing number of INGHAs have sought and gained

access to key policy arenas and their activities are challenging tradi-

tional notions of nonpartisanship, impartiality, and neutrality that

once governed their operations in the field;8 and (6) One posited

outcome of this evolving, interdependent relationship between states,

IGOs, and INGHAs, and the maturing capacity of INGHAs to advo-

cate and/or campaign effectively, is that these organizations can
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influence state and IGO decision-making to conduct or not conduct

humanitarian interventions in complex emergencies.

A rigorous examination of the explanatory value of INGHAs as

intervening actors in the process of shaping political perceptions,

interests, and outcomes as they relate to decisions regarding preven-

tive humanitarian intervention should yield useful results for

academics, practitioners, and policymakers. It also represents an

important component in an overall research program that focuses

on the concept of peacebuilding—which contains at its very core a

fundamental transformation of the way that conflict is viewed

within society.9

Given that the Westphalian system is one that has been structured

around and dominated by states, what would compel a scholarly

examination of the role of units other than the state—NGOs in general

and INGHAs in particular—in order to help explain actions taken by

states? Following on from the actors and relationships that comprise

what James Rosenau has termed a “multicentric world,” the answer

in part has to do with the fact that INGHAs constitute more than a

negligible actor in the contemporary global system.10

Certainly, traditional approaches that explain variance in state

or IGO decisions to launch armed humanitarian interventions empha-

size sovereignty and non-use of force, mandates, resources, and

political interest. These elucidations generally discount the role of

nonstate actors as having causal significance in foreign policymaking

processes, particularly concerning matters of high politics. Even in

the literature on just war, which provides for the criteria and circum-

stances under which intervention and the use of force by one state

against another can be considered legitimate, the major actors and

centers of decision-making authority are states.11

Yet a number of contributions to the literature in various subfields

of the social sciences posit that actors other than states are impor-

tant variables in formulating correlative and causal explanatory

frameworks of international politics. For example, in the field of

environmental studies, a number of compelling and analytically
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rigorous arguments have been produced that focus on the effect

that nonstate actors, networks, and institutions have in influencing

state behavior.12 In the field of human rights, Keck and Sikkink and

Sikkink and Finnemore have demonstrated that transnational and

international nonstate actors have to be factored into explanations

of state behavior pertaining to the protection and advance of inter-

national human rights.13 The success of the International Campaign

to Ban Landmines demonstrated the critical influence of interna-

tional and national NGOs over state behavior. Even in the realm of

international diplomacy, there is evidence to suggest that NGOs are

penetrating into those domains previously reserved for states only.14

Moreover, critical reassessments of key assumptions (e.g. sovereignty

and anarchy) that have comprised most of the dominant theoret-

ical scholarship in international relations theory have made it possible

to reconceptualize the relationship between states, international

organizations, and nonstate actors, and the outcomes resulting from

their interactions with one another over time.15

A corollary question may also be asked: is it antithetical to use

force in the name of humanitarian objectives? As one scholar has

noted, “the use of force in humanitarian interventions signal[s] a

new idealism in humankind’s use of war.”16 Another source recog-

nizes that “genuinely preventive efforts (in responding to humanitarian

crises) are both attractive and repellent.”17 In addition to the nor-

mative grounds on which humanitarian intervention might be

rationalized, Lund’s “spectrum” of conflict is illustrative of the poten-

tial pragmatic utility of early action. Using limited force early on in

a conflict or complex emergency may preclude the necessity of using

large-scale force later on.18 Along this spectrum, which runs from

“durable peace” to “stable peace” to “unstable peace” to “crisis” to

“war,” early action that includes a military component can come

anywhere between the stages of an unstable peace, crisis, or war. In

some conflict settings, the use of force may be more effective than

diplomatic efforts or economic sanctions in creating rapidly an

environment in which other tools of conflict prevention and peace-
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building can be employed with greater probability of success. These

efforts would then address the underlying or structural causes of

violence, and would increase the chances of creating conditions for

a more stable and peaceful society.

That is not to say that the implications of the use of force are

insignificant or marginal. Because it is likely to be met with an in-

kind response, using force can create unanticipated military, political,

social, and humanitarian dilemmas. There are serious considera-

tions that must be resolved before determining whether, when, how,

and why force should be part of a conflict prevention and peace-

building strategy.19

In attempting to provide direction to answer some of the above-

mentioned questions concerning what factors shape decisions by

states and IGOs to launch a military humanitarian intervention, an

argument will be made that there is a need for greater systematic

study of INGHAs and their role in the process of formulating and

implementing operational prevention strategies. At first glance, this

would appear to be counterintuitive. The traditional view of NGOs

in general, and INGHAs in particular, is that their work is, and should

be, characterized by the avoidance of becoming parties to activities

that are coercive and appear to violate operational codes of conduct

that stress impartiality and neutrality.20

The prevention of deadly conflict, be it interstate or intrastate, is

accepted as one of many principal goals of the global community.

Indeed, as pointed out by Keating and Knight,21 prevention itself is

central to the peacebuilding concept.22 In academia, the literature

abounds with studies that attempt to explore the seemingly limit-

less range of factors and conditions that give rise to conflict and those

that contribute to its resolution.23

Governments and IGOs, too, have begun to examine seriously the

possibilities of how to strengthen or integrate prevention into their

security strategies. Proposals for multilateral preventive deployment

and other preventive efforts that are linked to humanitarian objec-

tives have gained momentum as viable responses to deal effectively
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with contemporary conflict. According to one UN report (1995), there

is a “full gamut of rapid deployment teams, stand-by arrangements

with donor governments, and stockpiles of equipment and relief

supplies” to respond to complex emergencies.24 In addition, the US

has been involved in the development of the African Crisis Response

Initiative (ACRI); the African Union (formerly the Organization for

African Unity) has established its own Mechanism for Conflict

Prevention, Management, and Resolution (MCPMR); the European

Union (EU) has publicly stated that it is readying a sizeable, 60,000-

plus member rapid reaction force as part of its evolving Common

Security and Defence Policy (CSDP); and a coalition of NGOs has

established the Forum on Early Warning and Early Response (FEWER),

a coalition of academic institutions and international organizations

that share and disseminate information on complex emergencies.25

The first three examples could be described as representing the

institutional incorporation of norms of prevention, including coer-

cive measures, although they remain relatively untested. They reflect

a broader pattern of changing attitudes about humanitarian action

that has been prompted by the very nature of contemporary civil

conflict itself, the use of foreign aid to fuel conflict, and the targeting

of civilians and relief personnel in direct defiance of the Geneva

Conventions.26 The latter example is demonstrative of how nonstate

actors build networks that are normatively driven. The potential

role for INGHAs in early warning is not without its skeptics.27 However,

taken collectively, these illustrations could be an indication that a

growing number of state actors in the international community are

increasingly viewing the world in multilateral terms, and that efforts

designed to mitigate conflict in its earliest stages are emerging at a

variety of levels, even if in fits and starts.

Indeed, the rationale behind conflict prevention is both intuitive

and logical. Complex humanitarian and political emergencies asso-

ciated with civil strife and interstate aggression have a degenerative

effect on all segments of the societies in which they occur. Increasingly,

failure of the state apparatus to ensure basic social provisions to its



citizens serves to fuel a spiral of deprivation and volatility that, in

turn, can perpetuate protracted social conflict and regional insta-

bility.28 And yet, while the development of operational prevention

strategies has gained currency as a viable response to complex emer-

gencies, the actual implementation of such strategies, especially

those involving the use of force, remains rare. For example, in the

past decade members of the international community wrestled with

at least eleven situations in which the ample early warning evidence

that signaled imminent internal crisis legitimated, if not warranted,

strong consideration by states and intergovernmental organizations

to take some form of preventive intervention. These include the

complex emergencies that unfolded (and, in many cases, continue

at the time of this writing) in Burundi, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Chechnya,

Congo (Zaire), Croatia, Kosovo, Liberia, Northern Iraq, Rwanda, Sierra

Leone, and Somalia. 

Despite sharing similar characteristics—rapid escalation of human

rights violations, organized violence aimed at vulnerable groups,

destruction of national social, political, and economic infrastruc-

tures, the inability of the recognized governmental authority to meet

its sovereign responsibilities toward its populace, and the potential

for regional and/or international destabilization—only three (Northern

Iraq, Somalia, and Kosovo) resulted in armed preventive humanitarian

intervention. Postemergency humanitarian action by the interna-

tional community—that is, action taken well after the violence had

escalated dramatically in intensity, scope, and magnitude—occurred

in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, and Liberia. No appreciable preven-

tive humanitarian action was taken in the case of Rwanda; in fact,

as Daudelin has noted,29 the multinational peacekeeping force (the

UN Assistance Mission in Rwanda—UNAMIR) that was deployed to

the area in 1993–94 was downsized at nearly the same time that the

most intense period of violence was unfolding.30 Consensus with

reference to the need for external intervention in Sierra Leone has

been characterized by a resounding “pass” by the US and instead

resulted in Britain taking a unilateral lead with UN backing and
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the regional leadership of Nigeria; multilateral intervention in Congo

(Zaire) cannot be described as preventive in nature; and there appears

to be no real probability of launching humanitarian interventions

in either Burundi or Chechnya.31

Why is operational prevention in the form of humanitarian inter-

vention so rare? Moreover, why does the decision to undertake a

preventive humanitarian response that includes a military compo-

nent vary among conflicts that share similar characteristics?

Researchers, practitioners, and policymakers have elucidated a plethora

of practical and theoretical obstacles.32 Likewise, the literature is

replete with questions that are linked to the theoretical and empir-

ical effectiveness of operational prevention, such as under what

conditions action is most likely to succeed; should actions be taken

in incremental stages or should specific types of early warning

correlate with specific types of action; how are the decisions to take

(or not take) early action made, and which groups are critical to

the process; and should action and/or intervention be unilateral or

multilateral?32 A range of factors can help explain why state actors

fail to take preventive action, including structural and cognitive

factors, but state actors are especially constrained by considerations

of resources, mandates, norms of sovereignty and nonintervention,

and political interest, as Abiew and Keating remind us.34

The interactive effect of the above-listed factors influences deci-

sions that states and IGOs make regarding preventive action in general.

However, these factors have also led to changes in the relationships

between states, IGOs, and INGHAs. When interpreted from this perspec-

tive, it is possible to develop a series of questions designed to analyze

the role that INGHAs play in mitigating these constraints. Whether,

how, and to what degree INGHAs affect the process of decision-making

concerning preventive humanitarian intervention may illustrate

better their role in the broader framework of peacebuilding. 

Indeed, recasting some of the commonly held perceptions of

INGHAs to include the possibility that they are relevant and effec-

tive organizational actors within such a framework may also lead
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to the development of more holistic and compelling explanations

of how norms of prevention and peacebuilding are transmitted into

policy arenas and affect state behavior.35

The very nature of these kinds of contemporary interdependen-

cies has led a number of scholars to question the usefulness of viewing

the global system from a purely Westphalian view.36 Rosenau even

claims that NGOs in general are “changing societal norms, challenging

national governments, and linking up with counterparts in powerful

transnational alliances…and they are muscling their way into high

politics…that were previously dominated by the state.”37 A multiplicity

of interactions is now bypassing the governments of states and act

directly on their domestic environments and “[i]n the transnational

view, nonstate actors (especially NGOs) are much more important

than previously thought.”38

In situations where states and IGOs are pressed by a moral imper-

ative to respond to internal conflict or complex humanitarian emer-

gencies but cannot or will not, they continue to rely on INGHAs to

at least provide some level of relief to vulnerable populations. Whether

humanitarian operations are being used as a cover for political action

by states (also termed the “fig leaf theory”) is less important than for-

mulating inquiries that focus on how this relationship has evolved

in the past decade and where it is headed in the future.39 It is even

possible that the norms and principles espoused by humanitarian

actors are now finding their way into the policy circles of govern-

ments.40

Complex humanitarian emergencies, particularly those that

coincide with civil strife, have been the hallmark of 1990s conflict.

Geographically, the regions that have experienced the greatest internal

strife are Africa, the Middle East and Central Asia, Southeastern Europe,

and the former Soviet Union. From 1990 to the present, civil unrest

and/or outright civil war has broken out in at least eleven states in

Africa; five in the Middle East and Central Asia; three in Southeastern

Europe; and six in the former Soviet Union.41 The duration and
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intensity of these conflicts has varied widely, but the collective scope

of instability produced by them has included the creation of some

40 million refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs), as well

as the destruction of national infrastructures and governmental,

economic, and civil society institutions.42

Despite numerous scholarly critiques that provide evidence to

the contrary,43 the activity of nonstate actors continues to be equated

with good governance and these actors are perceived as having

greater response flexibility in responding to complex emergencies.

INGHAs are also perceived by states and IGOs as having a unique

capacity and credibility to strengthen civil society groups and organi-

zations—a precursor to democratization—which has also emerged

in the 1990s as a desideratum of IGOs and many Western govern-

ments.44

Running parallel to these trends, the traditional pattern of allo-

cating emergency relief and development aid on a strictly bilateral

basis has been transformed over the past decade. Donor states have

become increasingly disillusioned with gross mismanagement and

corrupt practices by states in administering humanitarian relief

and development resources. Thus, not only have states continued to

rely on nonstate actors as operational alternatives to state action,

they have actually deepened their relationships with these organi-

zations by channeling sizeable portions of aid through NGOs and

INGHAs.45 In addition, IGOs have recently begun to emulate and

institutionalize this practice through “subcontracting” operational

arrangements with NGOs and INGHAs. Indeed, NGOs in general and

INGHAs in particular are valued by states and IGOs as vehicles for

dispersal of humanitarian resources precisely because they are not

states. In turn, the presence and level of operations in intrastate con-

flict by INGHAs have intensified, and a veritable cottage industry of

humanitarian operations has developed as a result. 

As with any industry, there exists within this one a continuum

of organizational types ranging from the advocacy or “whistle-blower/
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information providing” organizations, to those that specialize in

operational activities only (and avoid whistle-blowing), to those

that undertake both advocacy and operational activities (see Table 3.1).46

Examples of whistle-blowers include Human Rights Watch and

International Alert. Operations specialists who avoid whistle-blowing

include the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), and

examples of dual or multi-mandate organizations include Save the

Children, Médecins sans Frontières, the American Council for

International Voluntary Action (InterAction), the International Council

of Voluntary Agencies (ICVA), CARE, and the Community of Sant’Egidio.

There are even quasi-humanitarian NGOs, such as Search for Common

Ground and the Conflict Management Group (CMG), whose opera-

tions focus on conflict management and resolution in complex crisis

situations.

Traditionally, nearly all of these actors have operated under a

broadly defined humanitarian framework and code of conduct that

places emphasis on impartial “provisions” of humanitarian goods/

assistance to vulnerable populations. The form of “provisions” varies

with the mandate of the organization and the operational environ-

ment. For example, advocacy groups provide a voice and often pro-

tection; operational groups provide shelter, access to medical care,

food, and clothing.

Still other groups provide longer-term provisions, such as educa-

tion, community building, and/or development of infrastructure. As

would be expected, many organizations are engaged in providing

more than one type of provision, particularly as the complexity of

need drives aid expansion, and leads to changes in mandates and

missions as organizations develop expertise in more than one area. 

However, the recent past has witnessed a change in the way that

INGHAs themselves operate. Many have experienced exponential

growth and have become quite sophisticated organizationally and

professionally. Strict adherence to depoliticization of aid by humani-

tarian organizations has, in some cases, given way to various other
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Structural Features

• Single headquarter

• Multiple, autonomous chapters or

independent field organizations

• Multiple national fundraising

offices, pooled centrally via a single,

worldwide field organization that is

indigenously staffed and managed 

• Central organization subcontracting

out to indigenous NGOs not part of

their organizational structure

• Hybrid of any of the above

Geographic Range

• International or transnational

• Regional

• National

• Sub-national

• Community

Support Base

• Intergovernmental

• Popular membership base

• Quasi-governmental or national

• Other organizations 

• Mixture of above

Operational Range

• Information gathering and research

• Early warning 

• Aid/relief delivery

• Protection

• Whistle-blowing

• Advocacy or campaigning

• Education

• Conflict management and/

or resolution

• Mixture of above

Mandate Objectives

• Single issue

• Multisectoral

• Broad social

• Church/faith related

• Social ideology

T A B L E  3 . 1  INGHA Dimensions47



activities that cannot be construed as non-neutral, but are also

highly political.48

Moreover, the operational demands on INGHAs have changed in

recent years; it is no longer the norm that these groups restrict their

activities to refugee camps across the border from conflict zones.

For many INGHAs, having a “permanent presence on the ground”

now means setting up operational bases in the middle of a war

zone. This proximity to conflict complicates the delivery of relief and,

even more importantly, raises issues about the need for protection

from combatants. Both of these considerations are humanitarian—

but they are also very much political. 

Indeed, there is also a growing recognition that humanitarian

activity is not neutral and cannot be apolitical. Complex humani-

tarian emergencies are usually manmade acts—they involve political

means and objectives. Thus, humanitarian assistance activities, by

their very nature, interfere with these political acts and become en-

meshed in a political environment. Any significant action on the

ground by outsiders in such a “highly charged” political arena will

affect political outcomes—even if that action is humanitarian in

nature. For example, a number of INGHAs regularly participate as

information providers in the early warning process, despite the risks

and potential moral hazard that such activities present for them

and their operations on the ground in conflict zones. 

However, opinion regarding whether such a shift represents a net

positive or negative for the humanitarian industry is, not surpris-

ingly, mixed and the motives for embracing or resisting such a shift

are complex and contested. They include endogenous and exogenous

variables such as the imperative for organizational self-preservation

and the desire to be effective, and the compromise of morally and

normatively-based traditions of neutral and/or impartial “relief.” In

the realm of academia, the ongoing dialogue among and between

humanitarian practitioners and scholars about whether to broaden

humanitarian efforts that cross into the politics of relief and conflict

management, or to return to a “back-to-basics” or minimalist model
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of provision based on the principle of strict operational neutrality

or impartiality, further illustrates this point.49

It is commonly assumed that humanitarian operations in complex

emergencies have a greater chance of success when they are inte-

grated with initiatives aimed at resolving political differences among

belligerents. Efforts to promote peacebuilding and peace mainte-

nance, in their present and nascent stage of development, need

constructive input from a wide range of actors and institutions,

including INGHAs. As governments and IGOs continue to grapple

with and respond to the imperatives of early warning and strategies

of operational conflict prevention, changes will be required in the

nature of (1) the reliance of IGOs and governments on INGHAs to

provide large-scale relief and protection to vulnerable populations

during unfolding complex humanitarian emergencies and strength-

ening civil societies damaged by civil conflict; and (2) the humanitarian

actor perception of their mandates and role(s) in complex humani-

tarian emergencies and broader frameworks of conflict prevention

and peacebuilding.

The end result may be placing INGHAs in a position whereby their

ability to influence state behavior may be undergoing dramatic

change, both in terms of their partnership in policy creation and

in terms of policy implementation regarding operational preven-

tion and peacebuilding strategies, including armed humanitarian

intervention (Table 3.2). What is of central concern analytically is

the relevance and effectiveness of these actors in the politicized realms

of conflict prevention and peacebuilding; a related concern would

be issues of accountability and responsibility that are likely to arise,

depending upon levels of relevance.

Which humanitarian actors are in the best/worst position to

influence policy on early humanitarian action and why? How do

these groups attempt to influence the political process leading to

decisions concerning preventive-style humanitarian intervention?

What variables and cases best explain this influence (or lack thereof)?

As these groups attempt to bring influence to bear, what are the
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potential consequences of overstepping the boundaries of “neutrality”

and “impartiality” in the corridors of governments, at the UN, and

on the ground in complex emergencies? What dilemmas do we create

by attempting to reinforce norms of prevention and peacebuilding

if the former includes the possibility of using force to create the

conditions for the latter?

This discussion has raised more questions than it can possibly

answer about conflict prevention, response, peacebuilding, and hu-

manitarian assistance and action. The focus was on the question of

why states and IGOs respond differently to complex humanitarian

emergencies that share similar characteristics. Traditional explana-

tions emphasize concepts like political interest, sovereignty, and

resources. Absent from these explanations is one variable that is

important for explaining differences in outcomes concerning mili-

tary humanitarian intervention strategies: INGHAs. An important

factor in addressing whether and how INGHAs fit into this analysis
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T A B L E  3 . 2  Components of the Humanitarian Intervention Calculus

Cold War Post–Cold War

Nature of conflict Peripheral Intrastate

Proxy wars Protracted civil violence

Targeting of civilians

Factors affecting decisions Geopolitics Strategic interest/value

to intervene Strategic interest/value Sovereignty

Sovereignty Nonintervention norm

Nonintervention norm Political will

Ideology Human rights norms

Political will Destabilization potential

Transboundary effects

Actors affecting decisions States States

to intervene IGOs (e.g. UN system)

IOs (e.g. ICRC)

NGOs (e.g. INGHAs, epistemic 

communities, transnational 

advocacy networks)



is how they also fit into a broader framework of peacebuilding and

conflict prevention.

The social science literature does not offer much in the way of

systematic analysis of these issues, which makes the search for answers

even more problematic. Future research that might take a small

step in remedying this should address the above-listed questions

with a view to understanding how they relate to a number of the

broader conceptual issues of conflict prevention, peacebuilding, and

humanitarian assistance and action. In turn, some of the factors

that may be analytically useful to test the relevance of INGHAs in

defining agendas and influencing decisions regarding conflict pre-

vention strategies that include humanitarian intervention might

include organizational resources and access to decision-making forums,

the range and scope of organizational mandates, experience, funding,

and legitimacy and credibility.

Attempting to explain operational humanitarian prevention

policy outcomes through an analysis of the influence of INGHAs poses

a difficult falsification test. As opposed to the use of good offices,

preventive diplomacy, or the leveling of economic sanctions, opera-

tional prevention in the form of military humanitarian intervention

is not a widespread phenomenon and, as outlined above, must pass

several very large conceptual and practical hurdles before being

undertaken. Moreover, there is much theoretical debate regarding

the structural constraints on actors other than states in the contem-

porary global system. 

Such operations are important elements in broader frameworks

of peacebuilding, and a rigorous examination of the explanatory

strength of INGHAs as a variable in the process of shaping political

perceptions, norms, interests, and outcomes (in the form of opera-

tional humanitarian prevention strategies) should yield results that

are useful to academics, practitioners, and policymakers.
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It is one of the hallmarks of a democratic nation

that core societal values should find expression in

the tasks given to the military. 

j a m e s  w h i t m a n 1

N A T O  G R O U N D  F O R C E S entered Kosovo

on 12 June 1999, following a protracted air campaign. These forces

were involved across a wide spectrum of conflict and prepared in

the first instance to engage in full-scale offensive operations. Later,

they were involved in what have come to be known as “peacekeeping”

activities—having to use force and the threat of force on a daily

basis to maintain order. The international community, in this case

manifested by the presence of armed forces and a UN transitional

administration, committed itself to the short- to midterm manage-

ment of Kosovo, and this meant not just “making” or “keeping” the

peace, but building, nurturing and developing it. How this was to

be executed in practice was (and still is) the subject of much head

scratching. One of the issues wrestled with was the role of the mili-

tary in such circumstances—one of the themes echoed by Bush2 and

Labonte.3
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The more traditional functions of armed forces were clearly demon-

strated during the air campaign, but some of the more subtle and

unconventional activities of the soldiers in the province have gone

largely unnoticed. It is these functions that are under examination

in this chapter: what can the military do in peace support opera-

tions? Following from this, one might ask what should the military

do? In order to address these questions, it is necessary to explore the

nature of the tasks performed by soldiers in the province.4 Only then

we can look more closely at whether or not these activities should

continue. This discussion closes with a series of recommendations

aimed at decision-makers.

Ground forces sent into Kosovo were prepared to face stiff oppo-

sition from Yugoslav troops. Contributing nations equipped their

units with armored personnel carriers and tanks; artillery and anti-

armor assets were deployed; utility and attack helicopters were

positioned in and near the theater; and offensive air support was

on hand. Robust rules of engagement enabled military commanders

on the ground to act and react with vigor, using force where neces-

sary to accomplish the mission. In short, all the tools required to

wage modern war were available. As events turned out, the worst-

case scenario did not materialize. Yugoslav military and paramilitary

forces acted in accordance with the Military-Technical Agreement

that prescribed routes, timings, and procedures for their orderly

withdrawal. Furthermore, the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) complied,

for the most part, with the Undertaking it signed providing for its

eventual demobilization and disarmament.5 The military forces found

themselves in a situation where fighting a war was not going to

occupy their time.

Indeed, from the outset the mission of the military forces was

threefold: (1) to provide a safe and secure environment; (2) to perform

core civil functions; and (3) to provide humanitarian assistance.6

For many forces it was possible—and in some cases, necessary—to

begin work on the second and third aspects of their mission imme-

diately upon entry into Kosovo. As an example, a unit that deployed
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to the town of Glogovac arrived on the heels of the departing Yugoslav

forces. They were instantly confronted by “nontraditional” military

tasks such as having to arbitrate property disputes between equally

needy families arguing over the right to live in a one-room apart-

ment. One commander began to issue birth certificates, with the

proviso that the “real” administration system would have to formalize

the process at some unknown later date. In an absolute vacuum of

civil authority, soldiers assumed functions of the police. Soldiers

dealt with emergency life and death matters, as well as issues that

police around the world normally handle—and that soldiers generally

do. Military personnel, untrained in the nuances of law enforce-

ment, responded to occurrences of domestic violence, sexual abuse,

theft, and impaired driving. No judicial system existed, and the

only detention facility was also run by the military. Commanders

at all levels found themselves to be jurist, judge, and jailer.

Clearly, this was not a peacekeeping mission like those conducted

previously. It was not a return to the “Thin Blue Line” of UN Missions

where peacekeepers positioned themselves between two warring

armed forces. It was not a mature peace enforcement mission, such

as the one NATO was conducting in Bosnia, where civil and military

authority is well established and well separated.7 At the same time,

though, it was not a warfighting situation, where the military applied

force and would not be involved in the administration of the popu-

lation. In many respects, owing to the lack of indigenous infrastructure

or an international administration, it resembled a military gover-

norship, reminiscent of postliberation countries in earlier wars. As

the UN Interim Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) developed over time, many

of these functions were transferred from the military to the inter-

national civil presence. Still, some remained with the military due

to a lack of capability on the part of UNMIK to assume them.

The activities undertaken by military forces in missions such as

Kosovo include humanitarian relief, in terms of emergency shelter

delivery, critical medical care, and provision of food. However, they

go further than this into what has been regarded as the “humani-

Christopher P. Ankersen 73



tarian space”—into the realm of peacebuilding.8 For example, medical

personnel in Kosovo helped local doctors establish practices in areas

of mixed ethnicity, teaching not only public health principles, but

helping people to see the value of coexistence. Even in projects that

aimed mainly at providing humanitarian relief, such as the rebuilding

of houses or bridges, soldiers strove to build capacity in the com-

munity, instructing locals in both the technical and managerial

skills required. 

In the area of governance, military officers assisted in creating

responsible and tolerant structures, paving the way for these struc-

tures to become democratic. Joint municipal bodies were convened,

with oversight by military and UN administrators, which required

the participation of the community. Mixed ethnic schools were estab-

lished, supported, and guarded by KFOR. All of this activity was the

result of work done by the soldiers on the spot, who initially entered

the province to fight a war.9

Of course, the Kosovo mission was not an isolated incident. Indeed,

in many ways it can be seen as the culminating point in a process

that began after the end of the Cold War. The 1990s saw the rise of

armed humanitarian intervention,10 beginning with the creation

of the “no fly zones” in northern Iraq designed to protect displaced

Kurds, continuing through such places as Somalia, Cambodia, Rwanda,

Bosnia, and culminating with NATO’s 1999 “humanitarian war” over

Kosovo and Serbia. While this phenomenon, which connects military

and humanitarian motivations and organizations, is not entirely new,11

the last decade was marked by a significant proliferation of missions

in terms of numbers and scope. The “New World Order,” proclaimed

after the end of the Cold and Gulf Wars seems to rely on a series of

military interventions, linked to massive humanitarian aid delivery

operations.12

The reasons for the development of humanitarian assistance as a

method of policing the world order are diverse. Weiss suggests that

they are a combination of “the end of East-West tensions, the erosion

of sovereignty, the evolution of [international] norms, genuine
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altruism, domestic politics, media coverage, and the desire to contain

refugee flows.”13 Others believe that these missions are indicative of

“the people centered approach” popular in development circles being

applied in the arena of international politics.14 Indeed, rhetoric from

a number of Western governments, such as Canada and the United

Kingdom, highlight the need for a “human security strategy” based

on humanitarian values as a substitute for the traditional “state

security” paradigm.15

There are ideas, though, that situate the rise in humanitarian inter-

ventionism as part of a larger scheme. Labeled by Slim as “geopolitical

conspiracy theories,” they see “humanitarian missions as rehearsals

for short notice invasions.”16 Less radical is the notion that military

attention on humanitarian activity is grounded in a desire to main-

tain budgetary funding, in light of defense spending draw-downs.

This “substitution theory” posits that militaries look for roles to fill

as a way of making themselves indispensable. Therefore, as the threat

of the Cold War subsided, humanitarian missions were substituted

for more traditional activities.17

Whatever the particular reasons behind them, humanitarian mis-

sions have become hallmarks of the international community’s

engagement in world affairs.18 Despite the fact that these operations

are occurring as never before, the so-called “international humani-

tarian system” behind them “is not a system” at all.19 The interventions

are at best a crude “process of management” at worst a series of ad

hoc measures.20 However loosely organized, the occasions of humani-

tarian assistance of this period do have aspects that set them apart

from missions of earlier times. First, they are instances of direct

political and military involvement in the internal affairs of a country,

with or without explicit consent. What began as “peacekeeping”

evolved into something far more intrusive. Traditionally, peacekeeping

had generally meant some form of “truce supervision” by a “neutral

(usually UN) interpositional force. However, with ideas such as “peace

enforcement,” “preventive deployment,” and even “peacemaking”

introduced into the vocabulary of international diplomacy,21 the
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lines between the political, the military, and the humanitarian began

to blur. 

Second (and most interesting for the purposes of the current

study), these interventions were responses to “complex emergen-

cies” and consequently they required a mix of political, military,

and humanitarian assets and capabilities.22 As a result, “the certain-

ties of military and civilian roles…have become hazy.”23

Within this hazy context, the military forces in Kosovo performed

“nontraditional” tasks under two circumstances that are worthy of

note. First, the military forces felt compelled to conduct them. This

was not a case of the militarization of humanitarian intervention,

per se, as Kenneth Bush has intimated.24 The soldiers on the ground

did not actively seek out these kinds of activities. Often, they were

approached by desperate members of the community, or stumbled

upon issues that demanded attention. This is significant because it

illustrates that any kind of linear modeling of military operations

in “postconflict” scenarios is inherently flawed. Conflicts—and by

extension the activities that mitigate their consequences—do not

proceed in sequential order, from one phase to another. The disputed

property issue described above did not wait until after the “entry”

or “crisis” phase was over before requiring action. The need for peace-

building is present at all times, right alongside the need for the

application of deadly force or emergency relief, as argued by Labonte.25

This highlights the second condition that confronts military forces.

Kosovo was very much a “come-as-you-are” affair, with little time

between activation of ground forces and their subsequent commit-

ment. Due to the immediacy of the issues confronting military forces,

they were forced to conduct peacebuilding with their warfighting

hats on. As described above, there was no time to “retool” the units

that crossed into Kosovo before the first demands were placed on

them. If tanks form the forces in theater, then tank troops will

have to be prepared to deal with peacebuilding issues.
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The picture painted above only illustrates what happened. It does

not answer the question of whether or not it should happen in the

future. There are several schools of thought with opinions on this

aspect of military involvement. The soldiers, for instance, “found

themselves embroiled in activities—whether intentionally or other-

wise—traditionally outside [their] remit.”26 Civilian agencies, on the

other hand, were shocked and dismayed to find their domain—the

so-called “humanitarian space”—invaded by politicians and soldiers.27

The relationship was thrust upon the actors and owing to a “mutual

lack of familiarity,”28 many found it challenging. A senior NATO officer

admitted frankly, “it is still difficult engaging with the staff of inter-

national organizations and NGOs…This is a two way problem.”29 On

“both sides” of the debate, practitioners and commentators were

asking what role, if any, the “other” should play in complicated and

overlapping missions.30 In spite of this doubt and resistance, civil-

military interaction has become a prerequisite for success, which

further serves to bring the relationship into the spotlight.31

There are two main areas identified as the causes for the difficult

nature of civil-military interactions. Many find culture to be the

chief culprit.32 For example, militaries are organized as hierarchies,

have established “chains of command,” and are accustomed to giving

and following orders. NGOs, on the other hand, are portrayed as

“horizontally organized,” with empowered employees who value their

independence. Eisenhour and Marks summarize the dilemma by

stating that “the military conditions its personnel to coordinate and

be coordinated, while humanitarian organizations [condition their

personnel] to be self-reliant in their areas of expertise.”33 However,

there are those who believe cultural differences are not so pro-

nounced, while Slim states that the contrast between the groups

can be overstated. For example, military officers can be “self-reliant”

and international organizations and even some large NGOs have

their own bureaucratic processes.34

Another area where civilian and military personnel find them-

selves at odds is that of values, and it seems that matters of
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principle can be even more divisive than organizational culture.

Again, the debate tends to generalize and stereotype and “excep-

tions to the rule” are rarely acknowledged. Williams, for example,

claims that soldiers are inherently conservative in their social outlook,

and even form a separate social group. This conservatism clashes

most profoundly with NGO culture because “NGOs tend to attract

young people, most of whom are social, if not political radicals.”35

Generalizations aside, “conflicting values”36 are cited as sources

of “reticence and ambivalence on the part of the humanitarian,

which extends beyond questions of operational procedure to matters

of ethics and identity.”37 Militaries and civilian agencies differ in the

ways they value time, efficiency, impartiality and neutrality, and the

use of force. Military participation in humanitarian missions is

characterized as suffering from “short-sightedness” and a “quick fix”

mentality. Military solutions are said to be “cheap, to hand, and tem-

porary.”38 Owing to the fact that—as Abiew and Keating point out39—

NGOs and other civilians are often in situ well before and remain long

after the military, they tend to have longer-term interests.40

Related to the way in which the organizations view the idea of

time, efficiency is understood differently too. Armies see collabora-

tion with their civilian counterparts as a way of getting the mission

accomplished.41 Indeed, some see the provision of humanitarian aid

only as a way of captivating the local populations and of winning

their hearts and minds. This runs counter to the NGO understanding

of humanitarian assistance as leading to longer-term development.42

NGOs are protective of their hard-won status as impartial and

neutral organizations that provide assistance on the basis of need,

and not politics. Therefore, they are wary of tarnishing this reputa-

tion through association with the military for fear of losing credibility,

or even facing retaliation.43 The military, conversely, is suspicious

of civilian organizations refusing to share information and intelli-

gence, apparently unaware or unswayed by their concerns about

taking sides.44
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If the other three factors can be seen as practical matters, the

perspectives on violence are far more fundamental and philosoph-

ical. The fact that one party relies on the application of force to do

its job while the other abhors it creates a “moral paradox.”45 Most

NGOs “have profound reservations about militarism” and “Khaki

makes many of them uneasy.”46 This tension is portrayed as far more

one-sided than the others because while soldiers can sympathize with

and even be motivated by humanitarian principles, the converse is

not true for civilian humanitarians.47

These cultural and value differences could lead one to believe that

civil-military interaction is impossible. However, because “militaries

and humanitarians have represented two sides of the same coin—

humankind’s inability to manage conflict peacefully,”48 they find

themselves thrust together, forced to work side by side. Against this

backdrop of pessimism and dissatisfaction, though, are examples

(like the Canadian operation in Kosovo) that demonstrate that the

military does have a significant role to play in helping to build peace.

Collaboration does occur and sometimes it even works.49 In order

to show that military forces should engage in peacebuilding activi-

ties we need to look at the complexity of the situations in which they

are involved, the competence and capacity of those forces, and the

complementary nature of peacebuilding. 

The types of conflict situations that the international community

is increasingly becoming involved in are by their very nature ex-

tremely complex. It has become apparent that simply separating

warring parties will not stop the violence, let alone help a country

on the road to recovery and resolution. Just as there are several causes

to a conflict, be they social, economic, or political, there are several

actions that may be taken to help reduce suffering or end war. This

being the case, one encounters what Clarke and Smith refer to as the

“complexity of joint action,” whereby “policies that require some-

thing to be done have to use a number of different agencies to achieve

a result.”50 It is clear that conflicts that are caused by a number of
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diverse factors will not be ended by the application of only one

policy instrument. A complex problem, such as Kosovo, cannot be

solved by a simple unidimensional approach; military force alone

will not achieve success. Just as true is the argument that any one

activity, be it humanitarian relief or diplomacy, suffers from the same

inability to address the whole problem. Hayes and Sands assert that

“stovepipe strategies for dealing with…crises—that is strategies confined

to narrow areas of activity that do not consider how they may effect

other areas—are woefully inadequate.”51 Two conclusions can be drawn

from this discussion. First, holistic strategies that address as many

different aspects of a particular conflict as possible must be devel-

oped. Second, each instrument involved in the resolution of the

conflict must address as many aspects as it is able and capable of

handling.

Professional military forces, such as those deployed under the

NATO flag in Kosovo, are made up of talented men and women who,

by and large, are well educated and resourceful. The training that

they undergo throughout their careers stresses initiative and resource-

fulness and, moreover, they are trained how to train; instructing

others is a constant part of their job. Soldiers are accustomed to

making do in less than ideal situations—improvisation and the ability

to get the job done are highly developed skills. These skills make

military personnel more than competent to handle new tasks, even

nontraditional ones. Weiss believes “the military’s ‘can-do’ mentality,

self-supporting character, and rapid response capabilities, as well

as its hierarchical discipline, are essential assets within the turmoil

of acute tragedies.”52 Recently, with the rise in the number of “oper-

ations other than outright war” that professional armies are finding

themselves conducting, new training, tailored to preparing soldiers

for missions like Kosovo, is being added. Instruction in the subjects

of cultural awareness, language, and negotiation forms the back-

bone of predeployment training. This new training adds a focus to

the already present competence found in modern armies. These skills

have been developed and demonstrated in any number of situations,
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including past “peacekeeping” missions as well as domestic and inter-

national disaster relief operations. As Whitman claims, the issue of

“competence is not on the agenda”; capacity is.53

The ground forces deployed into conflicts such as Kosovo are

designed with the capacity to use force foremost in mind. Having

said that, they bring with them the capacity to do a great deal more

than that, too. This capacity is due to the resources they have, the

flexibility of the equipment and personnel, and the short reaction

time that often sees these forces on the ground ahead of anyone

else. Modern military forces are well equipped with logistical vehi-

cles, forklifts and cranes, palletized loading systems, communication

systems, food preparation equipment, medical supplies, field shel-

ters, and more. Again, while this equipment exists primarily to

provide military muscle, this military capacity can be used to help

build peace since military operations can constitute an extremely

small percentage of a contingent’s time. It makes no sense to have

military trucks sitting idle when there are shelters to be built or

food to be delivered. The capacity intended to wage war can easily

be utilized in the building of peace. This kind of employment of

equipment, however, must be done intelligently, and should, where

possible, not be committed to projects on a permanent basis—

thus avoiding what Kenneth Bush calls “the militarization of peace-

building,”54 since “postconflict” situations do not always remain

nonviolent. 

The military resources may need to be used in the execution of

more traditional military tasks at a moment’s notice. This poten-

tial need, however, does not preclude their use in peacebuilding. It

simply means that plans must be developed to allow for their inte-

gration, and for their absence. Each request for the use of military

resources must therefore be evaluated and judgment must be used

in their provision.

When the issue of competence was examined above, it was pointed

out that military personnel are generally resourceful people. Equip-

ment, as well, is inherently adaptable. These two qualities mean
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that military forces are extremely flexible, a trait that allows for a

capacity built for one purpose to be redeployed quickly for other

purposes. Trucks or medical personnel can be involved in a commu-

nity health program in the morning and immediately be dispatched

to a riot or public disturbance to see to the needs of military personnel

in the afternoon. A graphic example existed in Kosovo in the winter

of 2000. As the divided town of Kosovo Mitrovica, with its emblem-

atic protests on the bridge separating Serb from Albanian, erupted

into violence on television screens around the world, the Canadian

soldiers pictured on the evening news (the ones with the long woolly

beards) were from an infantry specialist “pioneer” platoon. Only days

before, these same soldiers were building bridges and repairing homes

with locals, passing on advice and expertise. That platoon had the

flexibility to shift from one activity to another—at opposite ends of

the spectrum in terms of conflict—with short notice and little

difficulty. Furthermore, when they were no longer needed to stand

on the bridge between angry mobs, they returned to the business

of peacebuilding just as effectively.

Finally, military forces have one more characteristic that makes

them ideal candidates as peacebuilders: rapid reaction capability.

In some cases, military forces are on the ground more quickly than

their IGO counterparts, and sometimes even more quickly than some

NGOs. What is more, even when they are not the first to arrive on

scene, they are usually the first ones there with any kind of capacity.

Military forces arrive ready to operate, with all the personnel and

equipment they require. This means that the competence and capacity

mentioned above is often all that is available, and often for a con-

siderable time. Looking at Kosovo, KFOR (NATO’s Kosovo Force) was

established well before UNMIK was able to begin operations. As a

result, KFOR personnel ran the international airport, railway, and

the coal-fired power station for several months until other agencies

were able to assume responsibility for them.

If a military has both the competence and capacity to engage in

peacebuilding, it would appear as if there are no impediments to
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its continued employment in this endeavor. This, however, is often

far from the case. Some senior military officials see any activity out-

side the realm of traditional combat as a dangerous precedent,

“claiming that such operations divert the focus of the military from

warfighting…. Skeptics believe that peace operations tasks should

continue to be narrowly construed, with the focus remaining on

achieving a safe and secure environment for target populations, relief

workers, and peacekeepers.”55 One author claims that “soldiering

and peacekeeping are two quite separate activities…combat-trained

soldiers are asked to act as noncombatant soldiers and to perform

duties which go against their training, and more importantly, their

vocation.”56 For many, though, peacebuilding and even humanitarian

assistance during peacekeeping missions will never amount to any-

thing more than an “incidental undertaking.”57

It is interesting to note that operational level commanders on

the ground do not often share this view. The people, who are faced

every day with either sitting by or waiting for something bad to

happen, or engaging in meaningful activity, have a very different

opinion. No less of a warfighter than Major-General Nash, the

Commander of the US 1st Armored Division in Bosnia in 1994 said

of peacebuilding: “it’s not mission creep, it’s mission.”58 In a very

real and very self-serving sense, the military must do more than keep

order and act as a deterrent; winning the hearts and minds of the

population has been an objective of military forces for centuries.

Hayes and Sands assert that forces must go far beyond merely providing

a “safe and secure environment” to ensure that the mission is achieved:

“if a military operation fails to transcend immediate humanitarian

needs and address future developmental requirements, the best it

can hope to achieve is very limited set of objectives.”59 If security is

what militaries want, then building peace is one of the best ways to

get it. 

Luckily, commanders in theaters such as Kosovo do tend to get

on with the job and military forces are contributing to peacebuilding

in many ways. Despite nay-saying and tough rhetoric which posits
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warfighting as the only thing militaries do, the real “policy is not

what we choose; it is what we are doing.”60 General Doctor Reinhardt,

the Commander of KFOR, had this to say of the role his forces were

playing in Kosovo: “KFOR and UNMIK are partners in an international

effort to restore Kosovo and help the local population to transform

the province into a free and democratic society open to all…. The multi-

national force provides resources, skills, and manpower to various

organisations and agencies working under the UNMIK umbrella.”61

How should partnerships such as these be managed in the future?

How do the international community and national governments

get the most bang for their buck, and how do the populations of failed

states and complex emergencies get the assistance they desperately

need? The following portion of this chapter outlines a series of recom-

mendations designed to increase the efficiency of a system of ad hoc

cooperation.62

Perhaps as a result of the stereotypical views that exist, most

cooperation between civil and military organizations is at a very

personal or low-rank level, due to traditional distrust and animosity

on both sides. This antagonism has led to a lack of any kind of formal-

ized coordination, and this, in turn, has led to inefficiency. As Moore

states, “without institutionalising an interagency [mechanism] too

much unity of effort will be sacrificed until ‘work-arounds’ eventu-

ally emerge.”63 One such case was observed in Kosovo. Representatives

from the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), the

Canadian military unit, and several NGOs created a successful system

of repairing communal buildings, such as schools. The military

officer would take information gathered from soldiers in the area

and create an assessment of requirements. He then passed the file

to the CIDA representative for funding approval. Once funding was

available, the military officer would contract work from NGOs and

locals, maintaining supervision over the project through the use of

liaison officers and a local engineer. Eventually the system worked

so well that the CIDA representative left the country and the nearly

one million dollars of CIDA funding was devolved to the military
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officer for use on similar projects. All of this was done without any

prior formalized coordination and happened only because of the

personalities involved: three of the key players in the above example

were from the same hometown and were able to work well together.64

As Melissa Labonte argues, no one agency or organization can

act alone in complex emergencies or failed states.65 As the current

Secretary-General of NATO has stated, “The Kosovo conflict…empha-

sised the extent to which the means of responding to an international

crisis are inter-linked.”66 Accordingly, interagency coordination has

to become a priority. Nationally, this means formalized coopera-

tion prior to deployments, tying the resources, expertise, and money

of all affected players together. In the Canadian context, for instance,

this means that CIDA, DFAIT, DND and others (such as the Solicitor-

General’s office when RCMP officers or correction officials are dis-

patched) need to meet and decide upon a unified plan of action,

and put in place the structures and processes to ensure that coop-

eration is not simply a byproduct of personality. 

Not only would formalized policy and implementation rationali-

zation improve efficiency at a national level, it would help ensure

that our resources are not squandered. In Kosovo, in addition to the

military, over seventy RCMP officers were in the province, as well as

officials from Corrections Canada and several forensic pathologists.

Moreover, large numbers of Canadian NGOs were present, working

in the areas ranging from mine awareness and clearance to shelter

provision and rehabilitatory medicine. There was no official contact

between the groups and logistical hardships were not resolved

nationally. In the United States, Presidential Decision Directive 56,

signed in 1999, and titled “Managing Complex Emergencies” demands

that this type of lateral planning occur. In Germany, private as well

as public agencies are involved in this coordination under the um-

brella of an agreement between the German government and its

international development arm Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit

(GTZ).67 Something similar is needed in Canada and elsewhere. As

Doug Bland has remarked, “Canada must resist the habit of merely
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lending troops to others, leaving them to serve some communal

interest while assuming it is a common interest.”68 This habit seems

to have been extended to other national assets as well. 

Progress has taken place on the international front, as UNMIK

and KFOR work together and lead agencies, such as UNHCR and the

OSCE, have multi-agency relationships and regular coordination

sessions. At a national level, it is important to remember that neither

the military activity nor the good works of humanitarian agencies

and NGOs should be seen to exist in a vacuum. A coordinated approach

not only ensures unity of effort and reduces redundancy, it makes

sense “in an era of fiscal constraint [where] there is also pressure to

synchronize assets for maximum impact.”69

Any degree of coordination must be reinforced by active meas-

ures at the working level. The best way in which this can be achieved

is to have, where applicable, joint coordination centers, as well as

liaison officers and advisors. Joint coordination centers act, not as a

means for any one organization to command or control any other,

but rather as information clearinghouses.70 Issues of mutual concern

can be raised and information on such things as the security situa-

tion and the effectiveness of programs can be shared between all

parties. Backing this up, the employment of liaison officers between

military forces and key agencies such as UNHCR or the UN civil admin-

istration provides invaluable information and allows all players to

focus their efforts in the same direction. 

Lastly, the use of political/policy advisors on military staffs is very

important from a national perspective. These advisors maintain a

link between the military, with its often narrow focus on meeting

the immediate requirements of a given situation, and other govern-

ment agencies, such as DFAIT or CIDA in the Canadian setting. The

role of the policy advisor is to ensure unity of effort or “policy coher-

ence” by both advising the commander on the political environment

in which the military operates and reporting to the political chain

of command the nature and effect of military operations.71
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Two words of caution are warranted here. First, while the military

possesses the competence and capacity to engage in peacebuilding,

and should do so in order to both achieve its aim of providing secu-

rity and aiding in the recovery of conflict-torn societies, it must not

be seen as the “silver bullet,” the quick fix for all problems. Military

forces can help build the peace, but need to do so as a part of a

larger peacebuilding team, working together with national govern-

ments, international organizations, nongovernmental organizations,

and the local populace. As Whitman warns, the international commu-

nity “cannot let military action replace proper long-term development

or specialized civilian peacebuilding.”72 If the situation is grave

enough to deserve the attention of the international community

and serious enough to prompt the deployment of the military, then

it is probably complex enough to need the coordinated and deter-

mined effort of several actors and agencies. In this combined effort,

the military is essential, but not sufficient.73

The second caveat that must be borne in mind is that the primary

reason that military forces are deployed is to provide security. This

means that their training and force structure will be predicated upon

the application of armed force. Their use of “hard power” is what

creates the space for other activities to occur. In some cases, humani-

tarian relief and peacebuilding rely on this “umbrella”; no one can

distribute food or construct democratic institutions under a hail of

gunfire. The conditions for success must be achieved first. For this

task, there is no one else. Military forces alone have the expertise

and the hardware to create and maintain order. It so happens that

they also have a great deal to offer in the creation of peace as well.

Peacebuilding can and does involve military forces. Furthermore,

military involvement in peacebuilding does not have to degrade

combat capability, nor taint the peace being built. The Kosovo missions

serve to illustrate the opportunities that exist for all actors to coop-

erate and work together towards the common goal of building a

tolerant and secure society. It also demonstrates, beyond what is
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happening now, what is possible in the future. When organizations

come together and overcome their institutional prejudices, powerful

results are achievable. As Greenaway notes, “if the moral impetus of

humanitarianism were to be harnessed effectively—instead of being

dispersed as at present…an increasingly internationalized civil society

may have more effective strategies than it suspects.”74 This cannot

be seen as a bad thing. 
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T H E  A C T I V I T I E S  O F  N G O s in the areas

of economic development, poverty alleviation, and emergency relief

have come to play a significant role in multilateral peacebuilding

operations. The increased significance of the activities of these NGOs

provides them with an important role in all phases of the peace-

building process—from political advocacy and advisors to govern-

ments and IGOs, through to service delivery in the field. The multi-

faceted nature of peacebuilding,1 coupled with the sheer number

and prominence of NGOs involved in peacebuilding, make it neces-

sary to examine the evolving relationship between NGOs and these

multilateral operations.

This current discussion provides a critical reflection on NGO

involvement in peacebuilding: it reviews the nature and scope of

such involvement and identifies the range of activities that have been

pursued by NGOs, as well as the factors that have influenced their

participation in peacebuilding operations; it briefly examines the

performance of multilateral peacebuilding operations with partic-

ular reference to the relationship between NGOs and others involved

in these operations, particularly IGOs; and it critically assesses the

contribution of NGOs to the peacebuilding process and raises a series
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of questions about the capacity, effectiveness, legitimacy, and account-

ability of NGOs involved in peacebuilding operations. 

NGOs comprise of a variety of associations involved in a wide

spectrum of social, political and economic activities.2 As Melissa

Labonte has noted,3 while some NGOs seek to maintain a princi-

pled position of neutrality, others will not hesitate to identify the

perpetrators of violence and abuse. Even within the more limited

area of humanitarian relief there is a considerable range of organi-

zations reflecting very different goals, membership, funding sources,

size, political, cultural and ethnic affiliation, as well as operational

practices. A taxonomy of NGOs might also distinguish these organi-

zations according to their relationship with local, national and

international groups, differentiating between local nongovernmental

organizations (LNGOs), international nongovernmental organiza-

tions (INGOs) and distinguishing state-sponsored nongovernmental

organizations from more autonomous ones. This study’s reference

to NGOs is based primarily on the activities of INGOs providing human-

itarian relief in postconflict situations. While we will revert to using

the more generic term NGOs, the reader should be aware of these

distinctions among various types of NGOs.

The number of NGOs has been growing at a phenomenal rate.

Some 400 to 500 INGOs are currently involved in humanitarian activ-

ities worldwide. NGOs collectively spend an estimated $9–10 billion

annually, reaching some 250 million people living in poverty.4 The

range of NGOs varies from large INGOs whose budgets rival those of

governments and multinational corporations to small autonomous

local organizations. The size and range of activities of the larger

NGOs leave them well placed to be significant institutional players

in developing countries and in those experiencing complex emer-

gencies. These NGOs have the potential to circumvent the political,

economic, and civil structures of these societies and could alter the

balance of domestic forces in situations of political and social conflict.

Among the many NGOs operating in the area of humanitarian

relief, eight are responsible for more than 50 percent of relief dollars.
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They are: the ICRC, CARE, World Vision International, Oxfam, Médecins

Sans Frontières (MSF), Save the Children Federation, Eurostep, CIDSE

(Cooperation internationale pour le developpement et la solidarité),

and APDOVE (Association of Protestant Development Organizations

in Europe). The remainder of relief dollars is distributed among

hundreds of others, including many local NGOs. The ICRC has an

annual budget of about one billion dollars, about 27 percent of which

is devoted to humanitarian relief operations.5 CARE USA’s annual

budget is over $364 million, while that of World Vision is over $140

million. The 160 NGOs comprising InterAction, for example, have com-

bined annual revenues of $2.3 billion.6

NGOs have on occasion overshadowed major UN agencies in peace-

building activities. World Vision International, for instance, spent

over $180 million in postconflict Mozambique between 1993 and

1994, while the total five-year budget of UNDP for the country was

estimated to be about $60 million. On average, INGOs account for

about thirteen percent of all development assistance. This amount

is larger than that being transferred through the UN system, ex-

cluding the Washington-based financial institutions. In 1996, the

UNHCR expressed concerns that the increased flow of funds to

national NGOs and the proliferation of NGOs in the field to the

neglect of international institutions were undermining “systems of

cooperation and coordination in large-scale emergencies.” 

There is a considerable body of evidence to suggest that NGOs are

increasingly active as a result of the absence of local authorities,

the disinterest and fatigue of donor governments, and the limited

capacity of international institutions. INGOs are becoming central

agents in the international response to civil conflicts in places like

Bosnia, Somalia, Kosovo, and Zaire, and have increasingly been called

upon to perform their humanitarian tasks alongside multilateral

military contingents operating partly as peace enforcement and partly

as peacebuilding units. For some, like Kenneth Bush,7 this repre-

sents “the militarization of the international relief system,” as these

military contingents signify “the arrival of a major new player in
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today’s humanitarian operations—a large new kid on the block.”8

It can, however, also be read as an expansion in the mandates and

activities of humanitarian NGOs. 

At the very least, the development of armed humanitarianism is

a reflection of the changed character of conflict in global politics and

the international community’s response to this conflict—the link

between peace enforcement and peacebuilding. The increased pres-

ence of NGOs in these conflict situations is also a reflection of the

relative growth in the resources, fostered by two converging devel-

opments. One has been the increased proportion of donor government

funding for development assistance that has been channeled through

NGOs. Over the past two decades there has been a fivefold increase

in the amount of official development assistance (ODA) channeled

through NGOs and a marked decline in the amount delivered through

recipient governments. NGOs have also increasingly been favored

over multilateral IGOs as dispensers of development assistance.9 A

second development has been the increased amount of development

assistance funds directed to humanitarian relief operations, many

of which are related to peacebuilding operations. In light of these

funding developments, there has been a proliferation of NGOs in the

area of humanitarian relief and peacebuilding that has sometimes

generated a degree of rivalry among NGOs for limited donor support.

This rivalry has become even more intense as the proliferation of

agencies has coincided with an overall decline in the development

assistance budget in most northern states.

INGOs have performed a variety of tasks as part of multilateral

peacebuilding operations. In Afghanistan in the early 1990s, where

the UNHCR, the governments of Pakistan, and the USA could not

handle the 3.5 million Afghan refugees, NGOs filled the void by pro-

viding humanitarian assistance.10 At the height of the Rwandan

emergency, an unprecedented number of NGOs responded to the

refugee influx with more than 100 groups operating in Goma and

North Kivu and another 169 operating inside Rwanda during late

1994. In some instances, NGOs have been on the ground long before
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outside governments, militaries, or multilateral IGOs become engaged.

Amidst the conflicts in such places as Somalia, East Timor, Ethiopia,

the former Yugoslavia, Haiti, Cambodia, Afghanistan, and Iraq, NGOs

have been in place during the conflict and have often assumed a

prominent role in the peacebuilding operations that followed. 

Competition among NGOs has encouraged involvement in these

high profile conflicts. This was perhaps best demonstrated by the

number of organizations that flocked to Eastern Zaire after the

Rwanda genocide of 1994.11 NGOs also respond in the absence of

governments and institutions that lack the interest, will, or capacity

to get involved. As Baitenmann has noted in examining the Afghan

conflict, NGOs can be an effective means through which governments

attempt to influence the political direction of a conflict without

direct involvement.12 While this could be read as an explicit policy

to offload responsibility from governments onto private agencies,

the involvement of NGOs more often bespeaks less a policy option

than the lack of policy on the part of governments. 

In many instances, NGOs’ participation in peacebuilding opera-

tions is a natural extension of their engagement in development

work. Many humanitarian NGOs have a commitment to long-term

projects in support of economic and social development. This includes

working in societies affected by conflict. As a result, NGOs are often

inside the country or among the first outsiders to enter postconflict

environments. Additionally, they are often able to react more quickly

and efficiently than the UN or other IGOs. For one, they have shown

a greater disregard for sovereignty, a fact that often encumbers inter-

national and regional institutions. 

In that regard, NGOs have sometimes been able to identify the

status of conflicts or provide early warning indicators to governments,

the UN, and the international media. To use Eliasson’s metaphor,

“such activity among NGOs moves the international community

from merely extinguishing fires to finding the arsonist before the

fire breaks out and to identify the conditions that lead to arson.”13

In acting in this way, NGOs are also able to marshal public support
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for an international response as they seek to raise funds for their

own operations.

In their ongoing development work, NGOs have performed impor-

tant peacebuilding tasks by engaging in activities relating to economic

and social development in a manner intended to contribute to a

sustainable peace. They provide services such as building organiza-

tional structures for development projects in rural areas and sup-

porting some of the social and economic infrastructure that

encourages local individuals and groups to be more active, thus

providing a linkage between short-term aid work and medium to

longer term political and economic development priorities.14 Some

have challenged the effectiveness of such efforts, but it is this type

of work that places NGOs in situations where multilateral peace-

building operations are, will be, or have recently been active.15

It has been suggested that NGOs also possess certain comparative

advantages in terms of their capacities. These have included their

ability to reach the poorest and to get to remote areas; a capacity to

promote local participation and to implement programs in direct

collaboration with target beneficiary groups; a capacity to operate

on low costs; and a capacity to strengthen local institutions and 

to facilitate the empowerment of marginal groups. Added to these

qualities, NGOs are more flexible and more pragmatic than some

governments and IGOs, provide a people to people approach, are less

partial, and operate to some extent on rules of neutrality in their

delivery of services in conflict situations. As Griffiths, Levine and

Weller note,

The great strengths of NGOs—flexibility, speed of reaction, com-

parative lack of bureaucracy, operational and implementation

capacity, commitment and dedication of the usually young

staff—are particular advantages in emergency work. In addition,

the political independence of the NGOs, not bound by the rules

of the UN Charter, gives them a strong comparative advantage

in increasingly complex internal conflicts.16
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Another factor encouraging NGO involvement in peacebuilding

operations is the fact that governments or warring factions are at

times more likely to welcome the participation of selected NGOs than

other institutional actors. Eliasson makes an important point when

he states that “in difficult internal situations, governments are often

unwilling to accept intergovernmental involvement, be it by the

United Nations, regional organizations, or other states, because of

the legitimacy it may seem to bestow on insurgents or opposition

groups. NGOs…may instead have unique possibilities to gain access

and try to diffuse conflict.”17 It could, however, also be argued that

parties to the conflict are able to use NGOs for their own political

purposes more effectively than other institutions and foreign govern-

ments and thus prefer their involvement because they are easier to

manipulate.

Lastly, as the Final Report of the Carnegie Commission on Preventing

Deadly Conflict acknowledges, governments and IGOs often lack the

mechanisms for acquiring the systematic information that NGOs

possess from years of involvement in conflict situations.18 The UN

Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, emphasized encouraging information

sharing and exchange between NGOs and other institutional actors

in his 1997 report on UN reform.19 There is considerable evidence,

especially from events in the Great Lakes region of Africa during

the 1990s, that NGOs were particularly influential in providing infor-

mation and analysis to the UN and to state actors. De Waal even

argues that NGOs were generally a more reliable and credible source

of information about developments in Somalia than UN Special

Representative Mohamed Sahnoun.20

On balance then, NGOs have been seen as very relevant players in

complex emergencies. For their part, the NGOs have viewed conflict

situations as an opportunity both to respond to a pressing need and

to expand their profile and influence in the politics and economics

of development and humanitarian relief. Operating in these hostile

situations has increased the risks to NGO workers (as well as IGO staff,

as the August 2003 bombing in Baghdad so vividly illustrated), in
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part because of the general level of violence in their surroundings

and because of the increased politicization of their work. A fine

balance needs to be struck between security and protection and the

ongoing reconstruction involved in delivering assistance to the

population.

The increased prominence of NGOs in peacebuilding operations

has occurred in the wider context of changing security practices in

the 1990s, and has been shaped by a number of interrelated devel-

opments, inter alia, the increased prevalence of civil strife, which has

generated many opportunities for postconflict peacebuilding oper-

ations, and the growing interest in human security and the increased

demand for outside intervention. In the last instance, the interna-

tional community has confronted the longstanding contradictions

between the principle of state sovereignty and its corollary nonin-

tervention amidst demands for humanitarian intervention and

pressure to protect civilians. This increased interest in humanitarian

interventions has created an historic opportunity to use IGOs such

as the UN, NATO and regional organizations to undertake new secu-

rity initiatives and move into the largely unchartered terrain of

peacebuilding.

The change in attitude among UN member governments appeared

in the early 1990s as many groups and individuals promoted a more

active interventionist role for the UN in conflict management. The

euphoria in the aftermath of the Gulf War saw the UN Security Council

taking on issues dealing with intra- and interstate wars including

nonmilitary sources of instability in the economic, social, humani-

tarian, and ecological fields. The result was not merely an increase

in the number of UN and regional peace operations, but a funda-

mental change in their character. The UN took on more complex

humanitarian tasks ranging from monitoring elections, human rights

observation, training of civilian populations in areas of public admin-

istration, policing and justice, as well as a variety of socio-economic

development activities. In the face of declining levels of bilateral

and multilateral aid, the number and complexity of these opera-
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tions placed significant strains on the already overstretched organi-

zation. Many of these newly acquired responsibilities also required

skills better suited to civilians than to militaries and encouraged the

organization to look for new partners in carrying out these mandates.

Regional organizations faced similar constraints. In this context,

NGOs with their capacity to perform peacebuilding tasks became

especially useful.21 They have functioned as implementing agents

or subcontractors for the UN and donor governments, carrying out

UN mandates, most often informally or by default. As sovereignty-

free actors, NGOs are both a window from which governments can

observe and monitor developments in the conflict zones and a door

through which assistance can be delivered to the victims.

There has also been a stronger linkage between levels of social-

economic development and civil conflict. The proliferation of civil

conflicts in the impoverished regions of the globe—e.g., Haiti, Somalia,

Sudan, Afghanistan—has demonstrated the interconnections between

poverty, underdevelopment, and conflict, thus moving development

workers to center stage in many conflicts. Even without formal part-

nerships, peacebuilding has increasingly brought IGOs and intervening

governments into direct contact with NGOs active in the arenas of

social and economic development and emergency relief. The link-

ages between economic and social development and civil conflict have

also brought humanitarian and development NGOs to the front line

of peacebuilding. 

Many intervening governments have also shown a limited interest

in direct long-term involvement in postconflict peacebuilding. Whereas

these states argued for a more assertive multilateralism in the early

1990s, they have subsequently resorted to a more restricted and isola-

tionist view of security and turned away from supporting peace-

building, particularly in the African region.23 NGOs have been one

way to fill the void. The governments have also withdrawn from

direct involvement in many development assistance projects and in

the midst of declining budgets have invested in NGOs as the primary

service deliverers in this area. This “privatization” of development
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assistance has, in part, been encouraged by the repeated failures of

past IGO efforts in the development field and the more pervasive

antistatist ideology, prominent in the West since the days of Reagan

and Thatcher.23 Civil society was viewed as being more effective than

governments in delivering assistance to people in need. Thus much

of the proliferation of NGO activity has come at the expense of both

states and IGOs. The convergence between national governments’

interest in downloading responsibility for development to NGOs and

the linkages between economic and social development and conflict

has enhanced the important prominence of NGOs in peacebuilding

operations.

The new role of NGOs in peacebuilding also carries increased

responsibilities.24 While NGOs have their own interests in estab-

lishing a presence in a region, they also serve the interests of states

and state-based institutions such as the UN. Juan Somavia writes

that 

[s]ome would argue that relief development workers have become

de facto advance-men and women in conflicts where states have

no real political intent or practical means to guarantee their

safety—let alone, achieve peace. Others allege that the political

and humanitarian dimensions of complex emergencies are

poorly understood, and that lack of coherent situation assess-

ment, priority-setting, and field operations on the part of the

international community not only lengthens the agony of

people living in countries in crisis, but also puts at risk those

trying to help them.25

Reiff has raised the specter of such actions becoming part of the

problem rather than the solution: 

The ardour with which governments in the West have embraced

the idea of humanitarian aid, even as they have cut almost

every other form of development aid, should give one pause.
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For it may be in the attention-grabbing, media-enthralling luster

of its real heroism and its apparent success that, paradoxically,

contemporary humanitarianism may be providing the great

powers with the excuse that they need to turn their backs on

a world in which chaos increasingly reigns and in which hun-

dreds of millions of people have become superfluous to the

global economy; in effect these people have been excommuni-

cated.26

While it would be absurd to suggest that humanitarian NGOs have

positioned themselves to be the agents by which the West disentan-

gles itself from the rest of the world, it is perhaps not so absurd to

argue that they may unwittingly facilitate such an endgame.

It would seem that the international community has retreated

somewhat from the more interventionist practices of the early 1990s.

Events in Somalia, Bosnia, and Haiti, among others, have questioned

the ability and willingness of the international community to offer

an effective and sustained response to civil conflict. Many observers,

including members of the NGO community, have criticized the failure

of multilateral peacebuilding operations, arguing that “military

intervention is no panacea” and that such interventions “too easily

become part of the problem” while others view armed peacekeepers

as necessary to protect humanitarian relief workers.27 The prob-

lems encountered in these multilateral operations have also raised

concerns about the effectiveness and responsibility of the INGOs

involved. It is not surprising that both the UN and NGOs have emerged

from these conflicts with sizeable scars. The considerable problems

experienced by multidimensional peacebuilding operations suggest

the need for a reappraisal of the practices of both IGOs and NGOs.

The experiences in which multinational military operations have

shared the field with a variety of other interventionists from the

NGO community have been the subject of a considerable amount of

commentary.28 Much of it has focused on the differences in personnel,

mandates/interests, authority structures and resources, as well as
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on numerous additional problems of management and service

delivery. Indeed, lines of coordination and responsibility in such

situations are often blurred and accountability becomes a difficult

practice to implement. For example, “[i]n Bosnia, nine agencies and

departments of the U.S. Government cooperated with more than a

dozen other governments, seven international organizations, and

thirteen major NGOs—from the Red Cross to the International Crisis

Group to the American Bar Association—to implement the Dayton

Peace Accords.”29

Given the persistence of civil conflicts and the increased demands

for peacebuilding, it is readily apparent that intervening military

forces will scarcely be able to avoid interacting with NGOs, as both

Labonte and Ankersen have pointed out.30 This has generated increased

concerns about the degree of coordination among the different actors

involved in peacebuilding. As the Chilean Ambassador to the UN stated:

[A] stronger link must evolve between the United Nations, the

Security Council and organizations like Oxfam—who are on the

ground, doing humanitarian work, who are touching those

societies, looking into the eyes of the people in danger, learning

who they are and what is going on and who the factions are

and what relations people have with their leaders—much of

which never gets to the table of the Security Council.31

The UN’s interest in expanding contacts with NGOs also extends

to other areas and can be viewed both as a recognition of the growing

influence of such groups and the pressing need for greater democ-

ratization in its practices. Yet as Somavia has noted, 

The mix of actors involved in these conflicts creates a situation

where responsibility for delivering security is at best blurred,

but too often delegated to others—by states to IGOs, by IGOs to

NGOs, by NGOs to their volunteers, and by the volunteers to

the victims à la self-help. The challenge is to develop a series
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of interlocking legal and logistical safeguards—shored up by

the political will of countries to enforce them, and operational-

ized through a coherent UN system that functions in tandem

with regional, national, and local institutions.32

It is evident that NGOs have not been immune to these concerns.

Since the mid-1970s, efforts have been made to coordinate the activ-

ities of NGOs working in the area of humanitarian relief. One example

of such efforts is the SPHERE project that was initiated in 1997 by a

coalition of frontline humanitarian agencies including the International

Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, Caritas Internationalis,

the World Council of Churches, Oxfam, Save the Children, MSF, and

CARE International. It was designed to coordinate activities in the

disaster relief field and to develop a code of conduct for relief agen-

cies in an effort to make them more accountable. Such efforts on the

part of NGOs to examine their activities more critically are prom-

ising, but they do not overcome the problems generated by competition

for declining public and private funds and those that emerge from

the complex political environments in which these groups operate.33

Some have noted the tendency for NGOs to interfere with local

activities as the experience in Kosovo illustrates: 

All the evaluations comment on the large amounts of bilat-

eral aid “thrown” at relief, not—this time—at development. Some

see this as having created problems for a population that was

already fully employed in reconstruction when the international

community intervened. For a decade, Albanians in Kosovo had

been forced to create their own parallel civil society, from kinder-

gartens to health clinics, architecture schools and a vibrant

independent media. Thus, interventions can be seen as peremp-

tory, non-consultative and over-dependent on “in-and-out”

commercial contractors; in a word, these interventions were debil-

itatingly dispossessing, rather than constructively supportive.34
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There have also been concerns about the ability of outside NGOs to

engage effectively the participation of local NGOs:

Where there is some evaluation of human resource manage-

ment, little positive is said; one Kosovar employed by an inter-

national NGO reported to me that the organization behaved

“just like the communist party, powerful, rich with resources,

coming in from afar, and knowing only how to look after their

own—in this case foreign—staff.” Unprofessional personnel

management appears to have been the norm, as in other emer-

gencies, with a familiar pattern of short-term assignments, lack

of appropriate training, lack of briefing on arrival and depar-

ture—and, as ever, gender issues were reportedly “forgotten

again.”35

NGO operations sometimes cause unintended consequences.36

Anderson, for instance, asserts that although NGOs “do not generate

conflicts, they sometimes contribute to and reinforce violent conflicts

preexisting in societies where they work.”37 Commentators have

maintained that the negative consequences of relief assistance

might include freeing up local relief resources for continuation of

war; diversion of aid to warring factions, and thus supporting and

financing their activities; escalating violence by attracting raiding;

creation of false economies or foreign exchange sources that are

fought over in areas such as employment, rents, contracts, transport,

and currency exchange; facilitating the isolation or displacement

of particular populations; and conferring unrepresentative legiti-

macy on warlords and leaders of particular factions prosecuting

the war.38

The provision of relief to Rwandan refugees in Goma drives home

the point. In providing assistance to the camps controlled mainly

by the Hutu militia, NGOs may have inadvertently impeded peace-

building by aiding the military objectives of the militia. The intense

competition for political power also made it increasingly difficult
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for these NGOs to retain neutrality as they sought to provide relief

to civilian populations. Not only have they been at risk as a result of

ongoing fighting, but they have also been more directly implicated

as abettors to one side or the other parties to the conflict. Anderson

cites the example of a road constructed into a remote area in Ethiopia

for purpose of delivering humanitarian assistance that subsequently

allowed military vehicles to reach these parts in order to recruit young

men into the government army.39

As Prendergast writes, “UN military intervention and many NGOs

helped refuel and underwrite an extortionist, militarized political

economy in many Somali towns. Much of the benefit was captured

by General Aidid and his allied militia in Mogadishu South. The inter-

vention greatly exacerbated the conflict, as competing militia positioned

themselves for the potential spoils of a resurrected aid-dependent

state.”40 Humanitarian assistance has also had an effect on the course

of the war in the Sudan. Again, Prendergast maintains, “aid has

become directly integrated into the dynamics of conflict through

the negotiated access agreements of Operation Lifeline Sudan and

the Sudan Emergency Operations Consortium.”41 These examples

demonstrate the pressing need for NGOs, the military, and the various

interstate agencies to develop a more refined strategy for dealing

with emergencies. The effective management of relief resources must

be contingent upon an analysis of existing structures and the capacity

of the various actors in managing relief in a way that ensures resources

are distributed on the basis of need while military actors and activ-

ities receive no support.42

The local context must be taken into account in decision-making

with regard to where, when, and how to engage in peacebuilding oper-

ations. Drawing from the experience in emergency relief, Prendergast

contends that “any form of aid that ignores local context is poten-

tially destabilizing; that which takes it fully into account can help

resolve local conflicts and ease local resource pressures and compe-

tition.”43 At a symposium organized by the United States Institute

of Peace (USIP) at the request of several concerned NGOs, partici-
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pants identified eight steps that can be taken to minimize the nega-

tive impact of humanitarian aid. These are: improving planning;

assessing need more accurately; analyzing the consequences of agree-

ments negotiated to gain access to needy populations and obtaining

security for NGO personnel; providing assistance that will have the

longest term benefit to particular targeted groups; contracting for

independent monitoring and evaluation of aid programs to reduce

mismanagement and the diversion of supplies; making the empow-

erment of local institutions a high priority; coordinating closely

with other assistance organizations operating in particular crisis

situations; and deploying human rights monitors to help protect

local populations from exploitation and repression by the warring

factions.44

Another issue affecting NGO participation in peacebuilding oper-

ations is the claim that NGOs are nonpolitical actors and have the

particular advantage of being able to rise above the narrow national

interests of states and UN agencies in fulfilling their mandate.45

Political neutrality is best exemplified and practiced by the ICRC,

which endeavors to preserve the humanitarian space needed for

dialogue and political settlement in conflict settings. However, the

very concept and appropriateness of NGO neutrality has been the

subject of intense debate in recent times.46 Some writers point to

the problematic nature of the term “neutrality” in that it inaccu-

rately reflects the activities of many NGOs and instead adopt the

term “independence” or “detachment.”47

The concept is under threat given “the militarisation, the overt

politicisation of humanitarian crises and an ever greater reliance

on donors to underwrite the costs of humanitarian operations.”48

Some NGOs like the ICRC have argued that implementation of the

concept is becoming difficult.49 For instance, in Rwanda NGOs oper-

ated side by side with UNAMIR and became dependent on its support

assets, thus compromising their neutrality.50 Yet the principle remains

an important one in clarifying the role of NGOs in the peacebuilding

process, for as James Orbinski, past president of MSF, has said:
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It must adhere to basic humanitarian principles of independ-

ence, universality, impartiality and neutrality, and in neutrality

that is neither silent nor morally neutered. Just as no human-

itarian can make war, no humanitarian can make peace. Again,

these are political, not humanitarian imperatives. Humanitarian

principles and action cannot be subordinated to political or

military goals, however legitimate these goals may be. For if

they are, this is potentially, and more actually is, to the detri-

ment of both. It is however conditional on political responsibility

to ensure that humanitarian space can exist in situations of

conflict. The rights that exist under international humanitarian

law are not the same rights that exist under human rights

conventions, and the responsibilities of the humanitarian

organization are not the same responsibilities of the human

rights organization. Humanitarian action in war is not devel-

opment, it is not peacebuilding, it is not enforcement by military

means, and nor can it be a substitute for politics by other means.51

Examples of difficulty with aid delivery serve to highlight the

problem of neutrality. Aid is usually viewed by warring factions as

secondary to military and strategic aims and allowed only when it

is deemed beneficial to political objectives. In those circumstances,

the work of NGO is severely impeded by political interests. Operation

Lifeline Sudan, for instance, has suffered prolonged periods of inertia

due to a lack of consent by the local government. Similarly, in

Mozambique, subsequent to the signing of an accord for the provi-

sion of aid to FRELIMO (government) and RENAMO (rebels) controlled

areas, the UN committee created to oversee that program was unable

to secure the agreement of both sides. Beer52 notes that the same

problem was experienced in Somalia, Bosnia, Ethiopia and Angola,

and Haiti.53

Given the prevailing state of affairs, commentators have called

for NGOs to address more directly the political dimensions of con-

flicts.54 Deng notes the importance of recognizing that the work
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done by NGOs must be linked to the challenge of peace because the

ultimate humanitarian objective is that of ending wars. Even though

some of the wars may seem senseless, others are waged for a “just

cause.” Should NGOs therefore merely claim neutrality in situations

where a war is fought challenging the oppression of a minority

group?55 For Prendergast, NGO actions often influence the military

and political character of conflicts even though this is rarely intended.56

According to DeMars, in failed states (e.g. Somalia and Liberia) where

the various factions lack the internal coherence of a state, neutrality

can hardly be adapted to fit. A “generic problem for aid operations”

in those situations is that “the boundary between the political and

humanitarian erodes.”57

In sum, it seems that whatever the claims of NGOs to neutrality

and impartiality, engaging in peacebuilding operations is hardly a

nonpolitical activity. In coming to grips with the issues discussed

here, Slim makes an important point by stating:

…[An] NGO’s effectiveness in responding to the suffering of

civil wars is heavily dependent on the quality of its people. To

operate effectively within the international, regional and local

politics of today’s civil wars, NGO workers must embody a com-

bination of political sophistication, humanitarian principle and

operational imagination. Unless they have adopted a position

of solidarity, they must be nonpolitical, but must have a detailed

political analysis which informs their work. They must have

an understanding of conflict and the role of third parties within

it.58

As noted earlier, many NGOs have gone well beyond providing

relief and are increasingly being asked to perform more politicized

roles such as monitoring human rights violations, assisting with

conflict resolution, and peacebuilding. Some have even taken over

state-type functions in areas like health, education, water and sani-
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tation systems, and agricultural extension services.59 In many ways,

NGO activity can thus be seen as filling a vacuum left by the state. NGO

representatives have often made references to their operations “as

comprising a continuum of relief efforts, rehabilitation, reconstruc-

tion, and sustainable development.”60 Then the question becomes

one of whether such expanded roles are appropriate for NGOs.

In light of these developments, there have been calls for a reassess-

ment of the role of NGOs. Should NGOs concentrate on relief work,

or engage in both relief and development? Should they respond to

complex emergencies wherever they occur, or limit their involve-

ment geographically or sectorally? Are other actors better suited to

performing some of these roles? As Natsios suggests, “it may be possible

to perform some of these functions well, but it is nearly impossible

to coordinate efforts in all…of these very different [spheres] so that

they are performed well and do not conflict with one another.”61

Limiting their operations to areas where NGOs have ongoing pro-

grams might yield better results. In cases where they have less

knowledge of the area, NGOs would need to develop a strong sectoral

expertise to make up for lack of experience working in a particular

country.62

The involvement of NGOs in these different roles has generated

greater demands for accountability, transparency, and effectiveness.

NGOs must account to the victims, the host governments, and the

donors who fund their programs. However, as Harriss points out,

those with the “greatest reason to demand accountability—the victims—

are those least likely to receive it.” Furthermore, failure to consult

with victims leads to their marginalization, and results in less efficient

programs. Until NGOs “find more systematic ways of genuinely an-

swering to those whom they claim to serve, the problem will remain

of accountability to those with power but not to those without.”63

For Slim, NGOs must be held accountable in terms of international

humanitarian law, human rights law, and quality of service to those

they seek to help and their donors. Their programming standards
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must be judged on their social and economic impact as well as their

technical competence. Ultimately, this process of regulation has to

be transparent and public.64

The increased prominence of NGOs in peacebuilding operations

has coincided with a gradual withdrawal on the part of states and

IGOs from long-term sustainable peace projects, and a greater dele-

gation of peacebuilding functions to NGOs. This development has

led to increased expectations regarding the capacity, efficiency, effec-

tiveness, and legitimacy of NGOs in addressing the complex set of

issues faced by civil societies in postconflict situations. The results

to date, however, have been mixed, and while the performance of

NGOs has on balance been no worse than that of other players, the

results threaten to undermine their long-term credibility in these

and other areas. 

If the international community continues to lose interest in

complex peacebuilding operations, NGOs will likely attempt to fill

in the gaps by performing these important tasks. In this context,

“the challenges facing international NGOs today,” as Anderson suggests,

“are to recognize where things go wrong in order that they ‘do no

harm’ and to explore, develop, and implement programs that support

local people who seek alternatives to conflict.”65

NGOs may perhaps be better positioned to work hand in hand

with local forces than other institutional actors. It is, however, imper-

ative to recognize that donor governments, the UN, and even NGOs

have perhaps reached their political limits in terms of their will-

ingness and their ability to invest in the people, resources and

programs needed to address and resolve many of today’s conflicts.

Increasingly, the burden will shift to the local level and the devel-

opment of indigenous initiatives and capacities that address the

root causes of conflict and support conflict resolution processes.

Ultimately, outside NGOs can play only a supporting role in the

building of sustainable peace. 
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T H E  P O S T – C O L D  W A R  E R A has proven

to be the world’s most violent period since World War II. A central

reality of the shift from the bipolar politics was the emergence of

intrastate conflict as a threat to international peace and security.

Conservative estimates indicate that there were 93 armed conflicts

around the world, and that of the 5.5 million people killed (fully

25 percent of all deaths in armed conflict since 1945), 75 percent

were civilians.1 During the same period, the UN launched more

peacekeeping missions than it had in the previous 45 years.2 “Collective

intervention” emerged as a viable option for the international

community that was now more willing to get involved in intrastate

matters. 

This change in international behavior also stems from the recog-

nition of the importance of human rights and justice as a foundation

for stability, peace and security. In responding to the new chal-

lenges posed by intrastate conflict, options beyond the traditional

notion of peacekeeping were needed. Boutros Boutros-Ghali intro-

duced “peace building” to the range of strategies of international

conflict resolution in his report of 17 June 1992, An Agenda for Peace

(revised 1995).3
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Peacebuilding became recognized as a lengthy process of complex

transformation of society, culture, politics, and economics.4 Given its

complexity, peacebuilding involves the need for partnerships with

recipient states to address the multitude of tasks of rebuilding and

sustaining development in conflict torn states.

Haiti represents an interesting case in examining the concept 

of peacebuilding and the partnerships that emerged in justice

development efforts. It is a country with immature institutions

that has struggled politically, economically and socially for the 200

years since its independence.5 The brutality of the military coup

that followed Haiti’s first truly democratic exercise in December

1991, and the subsequent flight of refugees, garnered international

attention. Unlike other situations where peacebuilding efforts have

been coordinated with peacekeeping actions, Haiti, in the period

following the peacekeeping intervention, offered an environment

generally free of civil violence. Still, significant human suffering and

human rights violations were evident.6 To this extent the interna-

tional intervention in Haiti is an example of shifting norms regarding

the sanctity of sovereignty, and the willingness to act against sover-

eignty in matters of human security and fundamental freedoms.

Haiti’s case study is also timely. International development initia-

tives ended after five years of activity, and one would expect evidence

of progress. Multi- and bilateral programs are under scrutiny, and

their assessment will certainly impact on decisions regarding future

commitment. On 29 February 2004 the legitimately elected President

of Haiti was again ousted indicating the failure of peacebuilding in

that country. 

The rationale for justice development in Haiti as a primary

peacebuilding initiative stems from the history of dictatorial rule,

the human rights record of the de facto military government that

ousted Jean-Bertrand Aristide in 1991, and the obvious weakness 

of all institutions of justice.7 Independence of the judiciary and

procedures for judicial appointment and legal representation were

ignored. Detentions were prolonged for indeterminate periods, as
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80 percent of the prison population awaited trials. Moreover, trial

decisions and detention rulings were often made at the whim of

the untrained, corrupt, or politically influenced judiciary. Inasmuch

as the penal system has a direct impact on the underprivileged (60

percent of inmates were incarcerated for incidents of theft or

assault), these factors contributed to the common belief that the

justice system was systemically corrupt. 

Beyond arbitrary arrest and illegal detention, health and sanitary

conditions in the country’s prison system were atrocious. There

was no adequate medical treatment of prisoners, children were

housed with adults, and women with men, no inmate registration

existed, and physical abuse of inmates by guards was common. When

available, food was inadequate and often families delivered food for

imprisoned family members to ensure they were fed at all.8

Policing development represented even bigger challenges. Created

in an environment of urgency, a new civilian police force was to fill

the security void created when the military was disbanded in 1994

in accordance with the Governor’s Island Accord.9 With no history

of policing in a democratic model, this organization was to be

created where nothing had existed before. 

As peacebuilding continues to evolve as an international response

to conflict prevention, understanding the “partnership” arrange-

ments in Haiti arguably is important to future decisions regarding

how, how much, and how long to contribute aid. A better under-

standing of collective efforts will add to our knowledge of strategies

leading to success in peacebuilding operations.

While the basic concept of peacebuilding may be easily under-

stood in terms of its broad goals of conflict prevention through

development and social transformation, a deeper examination reveals

other realities. The influence of external developers and facilita-

tors, and the extent to which they may impose values, beliefs, and

standards of behavior, raises questions concerning impingement

on sovereignty, the need to respond to humanitarian crises, and the

self-interest of intrusive actors. 
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If international interventions are tainted by self-interest, it stands

to reason that there will be further complications when a mix of

actors (international, state, and civil society) is involved, all driven

by different motivations.10 The objectives of these actors, their methods

of doing business, and the financial and human resource commit-

ments they are able to lend to the intervention can vary greatly. So

too can the duration of their missions.11 Where multiple actors are

involved, the unique requirements of the given situation, based on

the social and cultural history of the recipient country, may be

overshadowed. In fact, as Kumar suggests, the concept of interna-

tional neutrality at any level is seen as highly misleading, and the

very presence of foreign actors (in particular foreign actors with

resources) is apt to upset internal power relationships and influence

decisions.12

Hidden in the concept of peacebuilding is the importance of

flexibility, coordination, and cooperation among participating actors.13

Consensus among donors and ratification by the recipient of the

course of action outlined in any plan is an important first step in

any peacebuilding operation. Failure to do that can lead to a wide

range of undesirable consequences, such as unintended strength-

ening of corrupt systems, or an unhealthy and counterproductive

dependence on donors. 

The “environment” within which peacebuilding is undertaken

figures prominently in the potential for its success. This environment

encompasses local realities (including the economy, culture, and

politics), and the extent to which change is required to facilitate

sustainable peace. It also includes the notion of “political will,” or

the extent to which transformation is desired, supported and nurtured

by powerful elites and decision-makers in the recipient country. 

Sustainability has been defined as a program’s ability to produce

outputs and benefits that are valued enough to command continued

resources and attention to ensure continued outputs.14 This definition

ties sustainability to the “success” measurement. However, success

measurement is another fundamental problem in peacebuilding.
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Whereas peace, stability and security are long-term goals, the meas-

urement of the success of interim steps remains elusive. To the

extent that peacebuilding activities suggest changed behavior over

time, it is necessary to judge successes or failures as one goes along.

Measurement and evaluation of activities are important to ensure

that plans are on track. This is particularly difficult when consid-

ering the intent behind institutional development and capacity

building of peacebuilding. At one level, administrative, operational

and organizational aspects of institutions are the focus, while

changed behavior, attitudes, and norms are ultimately the focus at

another. In peacebuilding there may be no better example of this

than development within the justice sector. Focusing on short-

term objectives of institutional efficiency and effectiveness is not

necessarily any indication that the justice sector development is

contributing to broader goals of justice, security, and peace. Indeed,

it could well be that such development activities could serve only

to make a repressive system more effective and efficient, as we see

in the Haitian case.

The UN Security Council Resolution 940 of 31 July 1994 authorized

the use of all necessary means (including the use of force) to

remove the military regime in Haiti and return the legitimate

government to power. It also established a mandate for a US-domi-

nated Multinational Force (MNF), called for the establishment of a

stable environment conducive to democratic process and economic

recovery in the country, and enabled the formation of a UN 

peacekeeping mission—the United Nations Mission in Haiti

(UNMIH)—that would replace the MNF once security was affirmed.

Also authorized by the Council was a unit of civilian International

Police Monitors (IPM) to assist the MNF during the security transition.

A partnership of military personnel and civilian police elements

worked in the peacekeeping mode, despite the difficulty of the

mission as a result of some continued violence by the Haitian Armed

Forces, the Front for Advancement and Progress in Haiti (Fad’h/FRAPH),

and mistrust on the part of the civilian population of the Interim
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Public Security Force. Other problems to be overcome were the slow

deployment of the IPM and a language barrier. The fact that this

was the first “armed” UN civilian police mission underlines the diffi-

culty encountered in this mission.

The MNF and IPM transition to UNMIH was considered relatively

seamless thanks to the collaborative efforts of the agencies involved,

a singular mandate, recognition of a leader (US administrative and

technical support), shared planning, and joint communication and

reporting.15 The formation of a civilian ISPF was to facilitate the

bridging of the security gap created by the removal of the Haitian

military. Meantime, formal plans were moving ahead for the creation

of a permanent professional organization, the Haitian National

Police (HNP). 

The US Department of Justice, International Criminal Investigative

Training Assistance Program (ICITAP) directed and provided logis-

tical support to the training of new HNP recruits. It was staffed by

contracted US civilians and seconded police officers from Canada

and France. In collaboration with ICITAP, the UNCIVPOL provided

newly deployed recruits with “field training.” By May 1995, eight

months following the return to office of President Aristide, the

Haitian military was disbanded and the FRAPH declared illegal.

Newly trained HNP members had already begun to replace the interim

ISPF.16 With the deployment of some 5,200 HNP throughout 1995,

plans emerged for international bilateral programs to join the early

US and UN efforts.

The early collaborative efforts between the US and the UN (and

later the bilateral programs of Canada, US, and France), focused on

the police, but little emphasis was placed on the judiciary and prisons

as integrated parts of the justice sector.17 The first phase of the plan

to replace existing Haitian security forces with civilian police focused

on separating the police function from that of the Fad’h. The Royal

Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) combined forces with the ICITAP

to create a training plan and curriculum. Plans were also estab-

lished to coordinate the ICITAP “basic training” with “field training”
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and mentorship provided by the Canadian-led UN civilian police

mission, UNMIH.

A 5,000 member civilian police force was to be created between

January 1995 and February 1996, timed to coincide with the end of

the UN mandate. The result was classes as large as 300, a size totally

ineffective for technical learning. The effectiveness of the training

was further compromised by the need to move candidates speedily

through the process in a fixed period of time. Evaluation and follow-

up were not part of the process.18

The need to develop such institutions through a “bottom up”

approach was overshadowed by the absence of managerial and

administrative systems. There was in fact no managerial or supervisory

element capable of providing stability, control, direction, and guidance

to the inexperienced recruits. To facilitate the large numbers being

trained, the program was split between the HNP training facility in

Port-au-Prince and an auxiliary center at Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri.

Numerous UN mission extensions and renewals were necessary to

assure continued stability and to provide security in the country.

The second phase of the plan, beginning in the spring of 1996,

called for institutional development of the newly formed police.

The peacebuilding partnership exercise was expanded with the

arrival of bilateral development programs. Unfortunately, there

were no specific ties to the mandates of donors that emphasized

the ideas of “common risk” and “common benefit” associated with

a partnership. At the diplomatic level, US-Canadian dialogue on the

peacebuilding work existed, but the individual country mandates

were not closely linked. Yet, the US supported a strong and high-

profile Canadian presence to provide evidence that the peacebuilding

mission, in spite of the disproportionately large US commitment,

was truly international in scope.19

If the most powerful states tend to influence international deci-

sions to intervene in conflict situations, their self-interests tend

also to have an impact on postconflict activities. US influence over

justice development in Haiti had been significant from the outset
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of the “peacebuilding” activities. Even before the 1994 US-led inter-

vention, an American-designed development plan became the

“blueprint” of policing development. This indicated clearly the

beginning of US influence on the peacebuilding process. Further

indications of that influence in the early stages of postconflict activity

included: US funding of the initial police training, the use of US-

developed training guides and lesson plans, and the contracting of

foreign police (principally Canadian and French) to the US executing

agency (ICITAP).20

Even as bilateral programs began in 1996 (US, Canada, France, as

well as a UNDP mission), US influence persisted, sometimes to the

detriment of other development programs. Administratively, while

other projects were subjected to an epidemic of rescheduled activi-

ties, cancellations, and unexplained delays of all kinds, US problems

seemed less acute, and US access to police and government officials

unfettered. At an operational level, US influence also tended to have

had an impact on other development programs (e.g., the availability

of HNP candidates for training). 

The pressures of operational deployment soon conflicted with

the development opportunities presented by the arrival of bilateral

programs. Simply put, the HNP was incapable of meeting the basic

challenge—identification of candidates for training. While the

“partners” were each preparing for training and expecting candi-

dates to fill their classrooms, there were not enough candidates to

go around. Poor coordination and planning resulted in lengthy

and expensive delays and inefficient use of resources.21 Yet, curiously

enough, US-sponsored programs for development of “specialty units”

like Special Weapons and Tactics (SWAT), Narcotic Investigation,

Presidential Guard, and Palace Security, proceeded without delay.

Here, the US concern with issues of narcotics trafficking, and in

particular the movement of cocaine by Colombian cartels through

Haiti to US destinations, demonstrated the level of American influence.

While the emergence of Haiti as a narcotic transhipment point was

undeniable, the HNP’s ability to counter international drug trafficking
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activities was clearly well down the list of development priorities. A

newborn institution had far greater challenges in legitimizing itself

in the eyes of the public at large.

The US also installed its own investigative unit of the Drug

Enforcement Administration (DEA). Reported as a group of eight inves-

tigators, this group grew to as many as sixteen by the year 2000, in

contrast to the one DEA “liaison” position in place in 1996 when bilat-

eral “development” activities began. These American-trained Haitian

narcotics investigators rapidly gained a reputation as a corrupt

group, and had few operational links with the DEA. Any Haitians

involved with US investigators were tightly vetted and often subjected

to polygraph examinations.22

Also focused on narcotics investigation and intelligence gathering,

the US established a Haitian office of the Joint Intelligence Coordination

Center (JICC), an American-driven anti-narcotic information network

in the Caribbean, Central, and South America, which exists almost

entirely to serve US interests. To staff the center, US officials “seconded”

criminal intelligence analysts from the ranks of the HNP’s Bureau de

Renseignement Judiciare (BRJ).23 Despite the fact that the seconded staff

had been assigned an important role in the security preparations

for national elections (1999 Legislative, 2000 Presidential), they were

to be moved to serve US interests. It was clear that the HNP Director-

General was under intense pressure to accede to American demands

as they related to narcotics issues. “Certification” (a US designation

of a country’s contribution in matters of international drug

trafficking), demanded it and development “aid” generally was tied

to such certification.24 Not only did this action on the part of US

authorities have an impact on the Haitian officials’ authority, it also

affected the Canadian bilateral program.

The focus on US self-interest is not to suggest that Canada and

France, as the other major players in justice development in Haiti,

are not also concerned with pursuing their own self-interests. In

the case of justice development in Haiti, both countries furthered

their stature in the UN and “La Francophonie” and Canada within
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the Organization of American States (OAS). However, in comparison

to the US, Canadian or French pursuit of self-interest was much 

less blatant. 

When outside agencies or states are involved in providing the

means of change through peacebuilding activities, it is vital for there

to be real cooperation and collaboration among all the players to

ensure success. With respect to justice development in Haiti, donors

were agreed on the importance of collective goals. The language of

facilitation (promotion of acceptable standards, strengthening and

capacity building, assistance and support, cooperation and collabo-

ration) was ever present in describing the peacebuilding strategies

of major contributors.25 Nevertheless, the distance between the rhet-

oric and practice was great.

While all donors appeared to emphasize the importance of creating

a capable and professional Haitian civilian police force, there was

little cooperative effort among them to accomplish this. A joint

committee, comprised of the international project directors and

headed by the HNP Director-General, was created in 1996 to coordi-

nate initiatives detailed in the HNP Strategic Development Plan.26

In spite of this positive step, the various development “partners”

often worked independently, without consideration of their impact

on planned or ongoing programs, on the long-term impact on the

HNP, or on the ability of the GOH to sustain the development. For a

time there was a virtual competition among international partners

to get Haitian police officers off the street and into classrooms so

that individual projects might show progress. This not only created

tension among the international partners, it also placed great stress

on the HNP, which had been struggling to meet its operational

commitments. Control and direction on the part of the coordi-

nating committee never materialized. What should have been an

international effort quickly deteriorated into a series of poorly

integrated independent programs.27

The entire process proved difficult and, at best, only achieved a

limited degree of success. On the Haitians’ part, access to documents
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such as budgets and financial reports necessary for the mid- and

long-term planning of sustainability, was not handed over by govern-

ment and police officials. Thus, a coordinated business approach

was not truly embraced by either the international partners or the

recipient state.28

Development of the prison system represented yet another example

of poor collaboration on the part of the international partners.

Among the major development partners, only the UNDP and USAID

were actively involved in prison reform.29 Most of the other actors

paid little attention to prison reform, and it could be argued that

even less attention might have been paid had it not been for

publicity surrounding the court martial of US Army Captain

Lawrence Rockwood. Concerned about prison conditions, he paid a

late-night visit to the National Penitentiary, and was disciplined as

a result.

In the wake of that publicity, problems within the prison system

were unearthed and some immediate attention was given to them.

US Army engineers assisted with some urgent repairs on prisons,

US Special Forces began training guards, a facility for women and

children was established in Port-au-Prince, and coordination was

attempted with MICIVIH [United Nations Civilian Mission in Haiti

(Human Rights)] and certain NGOs. CIVPOL (outside of its mandate),

assumed responsibility for prison administration at the local level

and coordinated with a Haitian NGO to deliver meals to inmates.30

Much of this new focus on the prison system, however, was on the

initiative of local commanders and managers; it was certainly not

part of any multilateral plan. By the time major bilateral programs

began in 1996, international interest in assisting with prison devel-

opment had waned. From there on, prison development was severely

stunted by the minimal resources available to address the complete

range of development needs. While the conditions within the Haitian

prison systems were recognized as a fundamental weakness of the

judicial sector, policing commanded the main focus of the vast

majority of development efforts in the country.
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The absence of a collaborative and cooperative relationship

amongst international partners was exacerbated by the extent to

which they brought different experiences, resources, and interests

to the development table. Here, a detailed analysis of the “baggage”

of each of the international partners is not as important as an

understanding of why these differences were not overcome and how

ideals of cohesive working relationships simply fell by the wayside. 

The primary bilateral actors in justice development, the United

States and Canada, were clearly important multilateral participants

in the UN peacebuilding mission in Haiti. At the same time, France

dominated the UN civilian police missions after 1996 by virtue of

having the largest representative contingent and exercising control

over the missions’ executive positions. As it turned out, the switch

in control of the UN police mission from Canada to France signaled

the breakdown of multilateral cohesion in policing development.31

Prior to the change in CIVPOL leadership, international civilian

police deployed in the field were well coordinated, with bilateral

initiatives focused on basic training of police recruits. Generally

considered as a highly successful initiative, this program ceased

abruptly when the French contingent took command of CIVPOL.32

Steeped in traditions of reactive and garrisoned paramilitary

policing, the new commander was totally unfamiliar with the 

principles and philosophies of community policing, considered

fundamental to the training program itself and important for the

public to accept the new police. Under French command, CIVPOL

retracted from a close working relationship with the young HNP

members and returned to a strict monitoring and formal training

regimen. Joint patrols by HNP and CIVPOL were no longer the norm,

and routine and purposeful interaction with the public was discon-

tinued.33 This represented a clear example of colliding principles and

philosophies.

The utility of multiple actors in the service delivery of peace-

building activities is generally restricted by the complexity and
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inflexibility of their bureaucracies, and by the limited financial res-

ources available for seed money. The notion of inflexibility focuses on

the fact that “off the shelf” training or development plans, successful

in a donor country, may not necessarily be effective or sustainable

in the context of the recipient state. This was a recognized problem

in Haiti. Attention was often paid only to the immediate results—em-

phasizing the number of candidates trained, rather than the quality

or utility of the training. In the absence of local input, the notion

of sustainable processes was easily lost.34

The total irrelevance of some of these programs to the Haitian

realities was comic. The US major crime investigation course, where

forensic evidence in the context of the O.J. Simpson murder investi-

gation was discussed, is a prime example. Not only did Haitian law

not recognize forensic evidence; their police had never been exposed

to it, nor were they capable of collecting and preserving it. The

course instructor was oblivious to the fact that the puzzled looks

on trainees’ faces was due in large part to the fact that they had

never heard of Simpson. Other examples were equally bizarre. Among

them was the US-led drug investigators course, with its emphasis on

shooting skills, running in troop formation, and chanting Marine

Corps spirit songs. The playing of the Michigan State University fight

song by the Haitian police band was another oddity.

The UNCIVPOL had no generic format for development. The capacity

to provide training and development was left to the discretion of

the Commander. When Canada was in charge, Canadian entreés were

presented; when France assumed command, the menu changed.

In the case of the UN, the “training and development” contribu-

tion to the peacebuilding exercise was very much a function of the

mission itself. A large number of countries contributed, representing

a wide variety of experience and expertise. When the peacekeeping

role gradually transformed into a peacebuilding role, the UN simply

could not adjust to the changed mandate. For instance, it was not

uncommon for less developed countries’ partners to send in peace-
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keepers who were slightly more capable in policing than the

Haitians to coach and mentor the Haitian police.35 This did nothing

to improve HNP/UN relations on the ground. 

At another level, UN missions were subject to regular renewal on

the basis of the extent of the willingness of major countries to

contribute to the missions. The difficulties involved in planning a

long-term and sustainable contribution in such circumstances is

obvious. To make matters worse, the UN mission had no financing

to kick start programs.

The absence of real coordination and collaboration by peace-

building partners also affected the attitude of the recipient. When

one international partner or another was slow to react to a partic-

ular local need or request, there was a not so subtle tendency by

the Haitian authorities to shop around among the international part-

ners, looking for a quicker or more lucrative deal. It was also the

case that training or development programs were often started,

but not followed through. If neither the donor nor the recipient

were able to expend the resources needed to see a project through

to completion, it simply died. When development contributors had

limited cash, they were less likely to grab and hold the attention of

the recipient. Overlapping activities and wasted time and resources

became a source of real frustration among partners, and most

assuredly the governments or agencies they represented.

Over time, a greater degree of coordination became evident.

However, it was not in the form of a collective arrangement involving

all partners. Limited cooperative efforts between individual donor/

partners were, more often than not, motivated by a desire to econo-

mize through the sharing of financial and human resources, rather

than a rooted desire to work together for the greater good of the HNP.

Generally, the need of the Haitian justice system to deal with

even the most rudimentary elements of forensic evidence was recog-

nized, among other priorities, as being important to development

in this sector. This need called for training and development within

the police and the judiciary at all levels, from the collection of
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evidence to the judicial recognition of its value in criminal inquiry.

The magnitude of development challenges in this area made it an

undesirable project for any individual donor. While the US had

significant resources to contribute, it was incapable of providing

training in French. The Canadian International Development Agency

(CIDA), on the other hand, without the same financial resources,

could provide program administration through the RCMP, which

had training and development systems in place, human resources

available, and the capacity to deliver the service in French.

A development partnership was struck between the Canadians

and the Haitian Director of the “Police Scientifique” in planning

and executing development activity. A general split in activities 

saw the Canadians generally responsible for the development of

Police Identification Technicians and administrative/managerial

mentoring to the Director, with ICITAP responsible for Laboratory

development. Despite some early and significant progress, this joint

project fell victim to a number of unforeseen realities. First was the

absence of parallel development in other areas of the Judicial Police.

Such parallel development was important because the capacity in

forensic sciences exists to support investigative branches. When the

investigative branches showed little development progress, and simply

ignored the forensic technicians, rapid early progress came to a

standstill. Likewise, within the Judiciary: while some introductory

training in matters of criminal justice science was available, it was

ad hoc at best and the new “experts” were not accepted. By the time

a technical forensic capability emerged within the police, develop-

ment in the Judiciary had been all but abandoned by donor countries

as well as by the Haitian government. 

The typical problems of peacebuilding (whether identified with

the mission, the actors, or the environment) were in evidence in

the Haitian example of justice development undertaken by multi-

lateral and bilateral actors. Kumar identified the abstract nature

and multiplicity of the peacebuilding goals in Haiti as the primary

weakness of justice development. He suggested that rather than
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having evolved out of a strategy of risk management, international

peacebuilding initiatives emerged as a “laundry list” of individual

projects that were poorly coordinated, lacking in continuity, without

logical conclusion, and most critically, without a singularity of pur-

pose. Initiatives addressed symptoms of the dysfunctional justice

system, rather than focusing on the cause.36 When there was no

concrete planning among development partners, including the

participation of the recipient government, initiatives were disjointed,

stalled, and unsuccessful.37

Planning across all levels of development should have started

with a broad vision of the recipient’s needs (as defined by the recipient

in collaboration with the international community), and its capacity

to sustain development. This should have been linked with the

capacity of international partners, and recognition of the need for

a “fit” between the realities of local history, politics, culture and

the economy. While the international partners bore responsibility

here for the failures, so too must the Haitian Government, which

did not show a concerted effort or willingness to take responsibility

for its own development.

The Haitian Government’s failures in justice sector development

did little to instill confidence that fundamental change in justice was

on the horizon.38 More disturbing, was the fact that Haitian officials

showed little desire for change. Such perceptions must affect public

opinion regarding the effectiveness of government processes, surely

an important factor in terms of state stability. Further, such percep-

tions have an impact on political decisions among the international

partners, as questions are asked about continued funding of expensive

development programs that seem to make little or no progress.

The collective security partnership that emerged from the peace-

keeping phase of the international intervention in Haiti in 1994–95,

anchored by the clarity of its mandate, for the most part proved

successful. The Haitian military was removed with practically no

violence, and a secure environment was created for peacebuilding

activities. Save for the contentious issue of the negotiated depar-

134 Peacebuilding on the Ground 



ture of the Cédras military regime, the first phase of the interna-

tional partnership represented collaboration, cooperation, and a

singularity of purpose.

Yet, for the international partners, the shift to the peacebuilding

phase represented a vague and more complex mission of profes-

sionalization, institutional development, and capacity building. 

In 1996, bilateral programs in justice development were added along-

side the UN mission, which was transformed from one of peacekeeping

to peacebuilding. After five years of international partnership efforts

in development, justice issues continued to be most pressing. Indeed,

the success of the development partnership to bridge the gap between

“inputs” and “outcomes,” must be questioned.

From the perspective of “impact,” a glaring failure is evident. 

The human rights situation in Haiti, a principal reasons for the inter-

national intervention, did not improve significantly. A deep division

continued between the police and the public and widened as human

rights violations persisted. Specialty units of the police were identified

as particularly abusive. Prisons remained overcrowded, and general

conditions were still abysmal. The justice system remained inefficient

and developmentally stagnant.39 Added to this was mounting evi-

dence of widespread police corruption and politicization.40 Data

collected by MICIVIH on allegations of human rights abuse by secu-

rity officials offer no indication of changing trends.41 This remained

the case despite joint UN/OAS human rights initiatives since 1993, a

multilateral presence in police development since 1994–95, and

bilateral development in the justice sector since 1996. Not even

mentioned among routinely gathered statistics was the number of

people arrested for being “threats to the security of the state,” a

convenient catchall that was used frequently. These facts alone call

into question the success of justice sector peacebuilding partner-

ship in the Haitian case.

In light of the evidence, developing capacity in the Haitian justice

sector was at best unsuccessful and, at worst, may have only served

to strengthen institutions carrying out human rights abuse. In
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failing to recognize the history of the state as perhaps the most

important challenge to overcome, the peacebuilding partnership

may have failed by moving to correct symptoms without considering

more basic and underlying causal factors. Indeed, the international

partnership at no point laid out collective goals beyond those 

of elementary benchmarks—the numbers of people trained, the

amount of equipment purchased, the numbers of facilities refur-

bished, or the policies and procedures created.

Most disturbing in unraveling this failure is the fact that the

international partnership seems to have recognized its own weak-

nesses. The need for clear, attainable goals, real evaluation of progress,

coordination of programs and projects, and an overall commitment

to working cooperatively were regularly discussed. The time and

resources wasted as a result of overlapping projects and irrelevant

training were reported repeatedly.42 Further, the international com-

munity also recognized that the Haitian government was failing to

support the partnership, was reluctant to take responsibility for

the development of its own institutions, and showed no leadership

as champions of change. Yet there was seemingly no effort to

rectify the problem. Instead, the following excuses were offered as

rational explanations for slow progress at the beginning of devel-

opment activities: the institutions were young, systems needed to

mature, and patience was required. 

As the years went by, these excuses became timeworn. Justice

sector programs that reached their prescribed level of development

because of the international partners, often withered on the vine

as the Government of Haiti failed to assume its responsibility as a

development partner. Where the government did take a more active

position, it conspicuously favored those aspects of the new police

that were rapidly becoming ugly reflections of the old. The desperate

needs of the Administrative Police, the rank and file with front line

responsibly to citizens of the country, were over-shadowed in favor

of specialty units like the “maintien d’ordre” (tactical riot units)

teams, SWAT (Special Weapons and Tactics), the Presidential Guard,
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and Palace Security—units mandated to keep order and protect gov-

ernment officials. The international community (MICIVIH) was re-

porting that these units were the most glaring examples of human

rights violators, and the US’ own investigations identified these

units as being responsible for politically motivated assaults and

murders. At the same time, international partners had focused atten-

tion on development without meaningful follow-up or scrutiny of

the impact of their work.

The differences among international partners, be they philo-

sophical, resource-based or based on self-interest, while real, need

not be barriers to unity of action. What is needed is forward-thinking

leadership capable of overcoming the inherent difficulties of a

multinational model. Specifically, greater attention needs to be

directed at developing collective goals, and a “success” framework

that takes into consideration the collective impact of operations. It

is also important that the recipient-partner has the political will to

facilitate change. In the absence of such a formula, the goals of

multinational peacebuilding will remain elusive and unattained.

Many lessons emerged from the experience of working in an

environment of relative calm (political chaos notwithstanding) with

bilateral and multilateral partners sharing the same development turf,

and all addressing the challenges of rebuilding a totally dysfunc-

tional set of institutions. The most important lesson may be that

the development of the justice sector in Haiti will not be successful

until it is recognized that peacebuilding demands a “common vision

of the future and a living social pact.”43 This suggests that the com-

plexity of the peacebuilding exercise needs to be acknowledged,

and that attacking the challenges successfully requires a singularity

of focus and unity of action among international partners. Simply

continuing to attend to the “laundry list” of activities, in the absence

of a coordinated long-term strategy, will lead to failure.44

The next order of business in justice development in Haiti must

be the political task of encouraging the international community
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to return. The first priority of any new partnership that evolves 

(a partnership that must include a committed Haitian Government),

must be to reorganize justice development on the basis of the

lessons learned, real collaboration and cooperation, singularity of

purpose, and a focus on the outcomes, particularly with respect to

issues of human rights.
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T H E  R O L E  O F  W O M E N in conflict 

resolution and peacebuilding is increasingly emphasized in multi-

lateral policy discourse. Following the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action,

which called for an increased participation of women in conflict

resolution at decision-making levels,1 the UN Security Council adopted

its first resolution focusing on the role of women in the maintenance

of international peace and security in October 2000.2 In November

2000, the European Parliament adopted a similar resolution encour-

aging women’s participation in conflict resolution.3

In essence, Security Council Resolution 1325 calls for (1) an in-

creased in the representation of women in decision-making related

to peace and security, including UN peace operations, (2) the better

protection of women and girls under international humanitarian

and human rights law, and (3) special attention to women in the

pursuit of postwar justice, disarmament and demobilization, and

repatriation and reintegration of refugees. In the follow up, two major

studies are being prepared to enhance the understanding of crit-

ical issues facing women in conflict and postconflict situations. The

UN Division for the Advancement of Women is leading the Secretary-

General’s study on women, peace, and security, while the UN

Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) has commissioned inde-
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pendent experts to assess the impact of armed conflict on women

and the role of women in peacebuilding.4

These policy developments have provided political visibility and

recognition to women’s movements for peace, disarmament, and

reconciliation at local, regional, and global levels. They also suggest

institutional frameworks in which intergovernmental organizations

could enhance women’s participation in peace processes. To ensure

that women and their “common agenda” are represented at the

peace table, the UN, regional organizations, donors, and civil society

alike are increasingly supporting conflict resolution training and

informal dialogues for women, and brokering their participation

in official negotiations. Women were made party to official negotia-

tions in Burundi (2000), Afghanistan (2001–02), and the Inter-Congolese

Dialogues (2001–02). 

Through these forums, women’s groups have proposed the issues

they wish incorporated in peace agreements. Their proposals often

include: (1) statutory guarantee of women’s rights and equal treat-

ment; (2) a minimum 30 percent quota for women in decision-

making processes; (3) special measures ensuring the safe return and

re-integration of displaced women; (4) women’s rights to property

ownership and inheritance; and (5) the end of impunity.5 In Burundi,

Northern Ireland, and Guatemala, women have managed to incor-

porate some of these proposals into peace agreements, making each

more progressive and inclusive of political commitments towards

women. 

The role of women in conflict resolution and peacebuilding is

multidimensional. First, women’s participation is an issue of equi-

table representation, for legitimate conflict resolution and peace-

building requires an inclusive and participatory process.6  Second,

it is frequently argued that women bring gender perspectives to

the substance of negotiations. According to Swanee Hunt, “Common

sense dictates that women should be central to peacemaking, where

they can bring their experience in conflict resolution to bear.”7
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As such, women are expected to articulate and negotiate favor-

able terms for women and gender equality based on their experiences

as single heads of households, community leaders, humanitarian

and social workers, and peace activists. Some claim an even more

substantial role for women. Noeleen Heyzer, Executive Director of

UNIFEM, states, “Women’s commitment to peace also remains crit-

ical to ensuring the sustainability of peace agreements signed by

political and military factions.”8 It is thus no accident that Resolution

1325 places a strong emphasis on the increased representation of

women in peace-related functions.

In spite of the increased participation of women in peace negoti-

ations, however, the short- to medium-term results of many peace

processes point to the contrary: women continue to be discrimi-

nated against and marginalized in postwar society. In Kosovo, despite

the introduction of 30 percent electoral quotas for women, only 8.2

percent of those elected to the Municipal Assemblies in the October

2000 elections were women.9 In Burundi, despite the historic conven-

tion of the All-Party Women’s Conference in July 2000 in which two

women from each of nineteen political parties participating in peace

negotiations formulated recommendations and managed to incor-

porate 23 of them into the final peace agreement, conference-goers

could not agree on which one delegate would represent them at

the accord signing. To date, the role of women in the implementa-

tion of the accord has been minimal.10 In Guatemala, Cambodia,

and Bosnia-Herzegovina, women’s representation in parliament has

decreased from prewar levels. With international financial institu-

tions advocating the downsizing of the civil service, women are

often the last and the least favored in obtaining public sector

employment.

These shortcomings seem to derive from the continued asym-

metry of power relations in postconflict society, namely in patriarchal

traditions, state structures, and state-society relations. The pronounced

international policy discourse focusing on the representation of
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women in conflict resolution and peacebuilding11 has had a limited

impact on changing gender relations in postconflict societies. By

definition, gender refers to a socially constructed designation of women

and men, their roles in a culture-specific context, and the relation-

ship between the two sexes.12 In wartime, gender relations become

even more complex when “women’s and men’s gender identities

and behavior fluctuate and change in response to external forces,

including armed conflict.”13 Not only does the “standpoint” approach

emphasizing the commonality of women and their “experiences”

fail to take into account the diverse identities, needs, and responses

of war-affected women and men, but the inclusion of women and

their proposals does not necessarily lead to the integration of

gender perspectives in peacebuilding.

Promoting gender equality in peacebuilding is an open-ended

process and part of a broader commitment to equality. For instance,

the recruitment of Tutsi women for high-level government positions

in post-genocide Rwanda may make it look as though women are

making progress. However, this may not amount to gender equality

for Hutu women.14 In the Balkans, women’s groups and their external

supporters were vocally critical of the absence of women in the

Dayton process,15 but they have not explored with the same rigor

the gender impact of the ethnic partitions model employed for

Bosnia-Herzegovina and in Kosovo. Women of minority or those who

have entered into interracial marriages often experience double

discrimination in partitioned societies—as outsiders to the commu-

nity and as women.16 Where there is inequality in political, social,

and/or economic conditions among groups, there is likely to be

gender inequality, both intragroup (men–women) and intergroup

(e.g. Hutu women–Tutsi women).

Such underlying power relations in war-torn societies are key to

understanding not only postconflict gender equality but also the

sustainability of peace. The main task of peacebuilding from a gender

perspective is to carry out structural reforms that promote intra-

and intergroup equality both institutionally and within structural
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power relations. To build sustainable peace after prolonged and

protracted conflict, “the task is not only to broker a formula for

postwar power-sharing and to return the economy of peacetime

conditions, but to establish the basic structures within which these

processes are to take place.”17 Mainstreaming a gender perspective

in this process requires “the process of assessing the implications

for women and men of any planned action, including legislation,

policies or programs, in any area and at all levels.”18

One can posit, therefore, that gender equality in postconflict

peacebuilding is contingent upon (1) the institutional framework

of postconflict governance, including power-sharing arrangements;

(2) the structural base of power relations in society, such as class,

clan, and other forms of group membership, from which the gender

interface cannot be constructed independently; and (3) international

support to gender mainstreaming in peacebuilding. The incorpora-

tion of 30 percent quota for women in peace agreements is part 

of the institutional framework, while the structural base of power

continues to dictate gender relations in households, communities,

and decision-making processes in many of the postwar societies.

International support to peacebuilding often encompasses a transi-

tion to a market economy and liberal democracy.

Postconflict institutional reforms encompass power-sharing arrange-

ments and, in some cases, the formation of a new government. In

particular, postwar elections can serve the “demilitarization” of

politics by transforming intergroup security dilemmas into cooper-

ative norms and institutions19 and, if devised properly, the political

accommodation of minority and opposition groups. Accordingly,

postwar elections are now included in the mandates of many multi-

lateral peacekeeping/peacebuilding operations that oversee or admin-

ister the transitional period.

Affirmative action in the institutional reforms would promote

de jure gender equality in decision-making. As one of the major safe-

guards for their electoral representation, women have called for

the introduction of quotas.20 In addition, proportional representa-
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tion (PR) or multimember district systems are empirically recognized

as more advantageous to women than majoritarian or single-member

district systems.21

Yet, quotas do not necessarily guarantee de facto gender equality

in policymaking. Qualitative equality enabling women (and men)

to effectively represent themselves and gender issues in the legisla-

ture is dependent upon other institutional innovations. Such variables

include the equal provision of adequate authority, resources, and

policy and technical assistance to policymakers, gender awareness

and expertise of representatives, and their outreach and communi-

cation with a wider constituency. Equally important is the efficacy

and integrity of the legislature.

In postconflict institutional reforms, the establishment of the

rule of law is also recognized as a priority for both peacebuilding

and peace maintenance.22 In postwar societies, the restoration of

law and order, as well as security sector reform, addresses political

violence and common crimes.23 Otherwise, “public insecurity presents

a political opportunity for any group that has sufficient organiza-

tion and weaponry to present itself as a protector of a given

community.”24 The establishment of law and order is a necessary

condition for gender equality, too, given that women continue to

face gender-based violence, exploitation, and the predatory economy

of war in many postconflict situations.

In addition, the principal of equality enshrined in constitutional,

electoral, legislative, and judicial reforms is the first step toward

combating gender inequality and discrimination. Women’s move-

ments are increasingly mobilized to engender such legal reforms.

During constitutional drafting in South Africa, East Timor, and

Cambodia, women’s groups organized consultations, studied various

constitutional models, and developed a “women’s charter,”25 which

included (1) the principle of gender equality and equal citizenship

for women; (2) affirmative action or quotas for women in decision-

making bodies; (3) social and economic rights, including women’s
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rights to land and property ownership and inheritance; and (4) the

establishment of a gender focal point in government structures.26

Nonetheless, the reform of other basic laws that would crimi-

nalize domestic violence, improve the status of women in civil

matters, and implement employment laws to protect domestic workers

and ensure equal opportunities for women has encountered consid-

erable delays in many postconflict countries. Civil and family laws

are among the most difficult to reform, as they are seen to chal-

lenge customary practices, thereby clashing with traditional power

relations. The delay is also in part due to donor interests in prop-

erty law and criminal law that would promote internal order and

foreign investment. Even when laws are updated, their implemen-

tation and women’s access to law and justice remains problematic

due to the lack of legal infrastructure, outreach, advocacy, and

human resources.

One of the most urgent tasks of postconflict reconstruction is

the restoration of core state functions, including the provision of

public goods and maintenance of basic infrastructure. The public

provision of basic services, including health care, water, sanitation,

and education constitute the “dividends of peace” that visibly and

immediately affect the lives and minds of war-affected people.

From a gender perspective, it is important that the distribution of

the dividends of peace be equitable, for “if equal access to land,

education, health, etc. is not addressed initially, the macroeco-

nomic policies and growth patterns may easily institutionalize such

inequalities and make them more difficult to change at a later

stage.”27 Yet, the macroeconomic policies prescribed by international

donors, in particular the privatization of land, education, and even

water, have exacerbated such inequalities in many instances. The

privatization of property rights tends to deny women’s pre-existing

access to common land and customary and joint land holding when

productive resources are crucial for their survival, because land

tenure is tied to other substantive resources such as irrigation systems

and forest products.28
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Gender equality may also be promoted within the government

apparatus through national women’s machineries (NWMs) set up

for the empowerment of women and gender equality in the form

of a Ministry of Gender or Women’s Affairs, a Women’s Bureau, or

other agency within government.29 More often than not, NWMs are

placed under a functionary dealing with social and economic

issues without receiving adequate authority and resources to influence

major legislation or the design and implementation of postconflict

reconstruction. In Afghanistan and the Palestinian Territories, the

gender offices are entirely funded by bilateral donor contributions.

In East Timor, the 2002 national budget allocates to the Office of

Equality six permanent staff, out of 14,819 civil servants, and a

budget of $38,000 (0.049 percent).30 In Kosovo, the UNMIK Consolidated

Budget for 2000 does not mention women or gender;31 the 2001

budget mentions only one gender-specific project, gender training,

with a budget of $40,000 (0.003 percent). As such, the danger is that

NWMs may be treated as tokens of good intention, expected to be a

program delivery agency for 50 percent of the population despite

meager human and financial resources, or required to raise external

funds to operate. As a result of such shortfalls, the entire responsi-

bility for change may be placed on women themselves. This could

lead to significant disparities between women and men in such

sectors as politics, law, finance, education, trade, industry, and others.32

Against this background, this study reviews two cases: Somalia

and Mozambique. It examines both aspects of the issue discussed

above: (1) whether the representation of women at the peace table

resulted in the expressed commitment toward women and gender

equality, and (2) whether the explicit commitments achieved gender

equality. It is argued that the structural base of power is the deci-

sive factor in promoting postconflict gender equality, and that the

current international interventions assisting women in peace pro-

cesses have exercised little influence in the reform of such power

structure. 
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For instance, in Somalia, institutional devices were established

to bring nearly 100 women to the latest round of peace negotia-

tions, and women managed to secure 25 seats in the 245-member

Transitional National Assembly established in August 2000. Yet,

women in Somalia continue to be marginalized, gender equality is

un-institutionalized, and the implementation of peace agreements

has stalled. In contrast, in Mozambique, women did not play a

visible role during peace negotiations, nor were they granted statu-

tory quotas. Yet, today Mozambique is one of the few countries in

the world where women occupy more than 30 percent of the

parliament, due in part to the history of women’s emancipation

within the country’s national liberation movement and the current

ruling party.

Peacebuilding in Mozambique and Somalia would have required

completely different sets of priorities, challenges, and processes.

Although devastated by nearly two decades of civil war, Mozambique

maintained a central authority with a government structure in the

capital of Maputo. There were only two main actors involved—the

government of FRELIMO (Frenet de Libertacao de Mocambique) and

the opposition, RENAMO (Resistencia National Mocambicana). In

contrast, Somalia was divided into a number of factions, warlords,

and clans. Nonetheless, the international response to the two

countries was fundamentally similar. Peacekeeping missions in

Somalia (UNOSOM I, II) and Mozambique (ONUMOZ) involved multi-

dimensional mandates ranging from disarmament and demobilization

to humanitarian assistance to civilians and security sector reform.

While the intervention in Somalia subsequently assumed and then

abandoned a controversial “peace enforcement” mandate, the main

approach to peacebuilding in both Somalia and Mozambique was

“nation building” with the deployment of multinational forces for

a relatively short timeframe.

Although the success rate of the two interventions varied consid-

erably (ONUMOZ as a success and UNOSOM as a failure), the operations
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imprinted legacies on the postwar structures of both countries.

Their impact on the political outcomes of the peace process and

gender implications is reviewed below in both cases.

A total of thirteen conferences were convened after the collapse

of the Somali state in 1991. All failed to make significant progress,

leaving Somalia without a central government for nearly a decade.

Women’s participation in the Somali peace process was first formal-

ized at the Conference on National Reconciliation in March 1998,

convened in Addis Ababa with the facilitation of the Ethiopian

president and the Swedish Life and Peace Institute.33 This meeting

resulted in the establishment of a Transitional National Council

(TNC) that required that one woman be included in each of the

three-member delegations from the eighteen regions. The agree-

ment soon disintegrated as fighting resumed. The Addis Ababa

framework was a failure because of its power-sharing scheme among

the fifteen faction leaders did not engage clans that are part of the

traditional decision-making bodies.34

The Somali women’s movements emerged out of humanitarian

necessity during the prolonged civil war, during which women pro-

vided shelter and medical care to the combatants, supplied clean

water in war-affected communities, and restored destroyed schools.

The women’s groups also initiated an inter-clan dialogue for peace,

mobilizing their access to political elite through humanitarian

and community work, and cross-clan connections; in Somali society,

women not only belong to their father’s clans, but also form close

ties with their husband’s clans, since their children belong to the

clan of their husbands.35 To strengthen the cross-clan dialogues,

seventeen NGOs, mostly led by Somali women, formed an umbrella

organization to coordinate peacemaking and peacebuilding activi-

ties. By linking gender-specific roles in clan systems, women were

able to influence the structural base of power relations and link it

to institutional peacebuilding initiatives.

Recognizing that clan engagement was critical to sustained

peace in Somalia, President Ismail Omar Guelleh of Djibouti, in 
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his capacity as chair of the Intergovernmental Authority on

Development (IGADD), argued that any Somali peace process should

be moved away from the faction leaders and warlords. Against this

background, the March 2000 Symposium, convened by President

Guelleh, recommended a clan-based formula for the next National

Reconciliation Conference.36 On 2 May 2000, the Somali National

Conference was formally opened in the town of Arta, Djibouti, 

and attended by a total of 810 delegates, consisting of four clan dele-

gations of 180, each including twenty women, and ninety minority

alliance representatives (including ten women).

As a result, the power-sharing arrangement conceived in the Arta

conference resembled a consociational model whereby major clans

were ensured participation in national decision-making while main-

taining their territorial, political, and economic autonomy. The

Transitional National Charter (TNC) was adopted, and a 245-member

Transitional National Assembly (TNA) was established in August

2000. The TNA seats were allocated according to clan membership:

44 seats were allocated to four major clans and 24 seats to the Clan

Alliance comprised of smaller clans, and an additional twenty seats

for the independent, non-clan affiliates. Women had vigorously pur-

sued a twelve percent quota in the TNA, calling themselves the “sixth

clan,” and took the proposal to the host country, Djibouti, when

faced with opposition from religious leaders and male delegates.

Subsequently, women were granted 25 seats in the TNA, to be equally

divided among the four major clans and the Alliance.

Another critical feature of the TNC was the decentralization 

of state functions, both in decision-making and defense/policing

authorities.37 In principle, the TNC recognized and legitimized de

facto autonomy of eighteen regions and, in particular, partition of

the north, which is home to a relatively homogenous clan composi-

tion. In some parts of Somalia, however, decentralization equaled

the disintegration of state authority. Both Somaliland and Puntland

have refused to endorse the Transitional National Government (TNG),
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and a number of the faction leaders from Mogadishu did not partici-

pate in the Arta process.

In the decentralized state model, most decision-making authority

remains at the local level, within each clan. Clans use a mix of

traditional and Islamic dispute resolution discourses, which exclude

women from decision-making mechanisms. In judicial cases, elders

and religious specialists are called upon to mediate negotiations

between parties in conflict. Negotiations often involve references

to customary law and legal precedent, and various kinds of compen-

sation for the offended party. A woman’s value in terms of blood

money is half that of a man’s and women rarely receive compensa-

tion, since payments are made strictly between male relatives. In

some instances, a woman may be offered as spouse to the offended

party if intercommunal ties are at stake.38

International interventions, including UNOSOM II, practically

endorsed decentralization, focusing on the strengthening of local

authorities instead of the transitional government apparatus.

UNOSOM II made the establishment of national police forces one of

its top priorities, but as the establishment of the TNG stalled, it

allowed the police forces to remain under the command of district

and regional councils, and hastily withdrew from Somalia.39 UNDP

assistance, for example, focused on capacity building in local author-

ities such as local police and traditional clan leaders, instead of

supporting the transitional government apparatus.40 The two sepa-

rate processes launched by the UN—

Factional reconciliation at the national level and grassroots

political development at the district and regional level—both

had their own problems. In the short term, this type of support

would have facilitated the development of effective governance

at the intraclan level, albeit at the cost of strengthening the

existing territorial divisions among the various Somali clans.41
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While economic conditions have continued to deteriorate in 

the past decade, the arrival of large-scale, externally supplied foreign

troops certainly had a destabilizing effect on the local economy, exac-

erbating the “economy of war.” Service-sector oriented commercial

activities, with no state regulation or intervention, preyed upon the

weak and the poor and flourished. Public commodities, from security

to water, were privatized, giving the least access to women. Faced with

the dire humanitarian situation in Somalia (in which 45 women die

every day in labor and one in four children do not reach the age of

five42), ongoing humanitarian assistance is coordinated by the Somali

Aid Coordination Body.43 According to one account put together by

women’s groups, however, “The Somali Aid Coordination Body does

nothing for Somali women. The United Nations and the European

Union are not interested in women’s issues either. How can we organize

ourselves politically and be expected to participate in decision-

making if we have no support?”44

Due to the deteriorating security situation in Somalia, little has

been achieved in the way of gender equality. Furthermore, the

prolonged period of civil conflict has led to the spread of religious

fundamentalism. More militant, conservative, and politicized than

traditional Somali Muslim beliefs, new versions of Islam are

increasingly introduced into local Islamic courts, together with

harsh punishments and strict standards that govern the behavior

of women. Interestingly, however, many Somali women seem to be

supportive of the introduction of Islamic Sharia law for curtailing

the widespread looting and robbery, which is a sign of nonconfidence

in state-sponsored law enforcement.45

In conclusion, women’s representation at the peace table in

Somalia resulted in the expression of political commitment to women’s

empowerment in the Transitional National Charter and the institu-

tional framework of TNA, which provided 12 percent quota for women.

There was also ample international support for this endeavor. Asha

Hagi Elmi, a leader of the Sixth Clan and Vice-Chair of the Chairmanship

Committee testified:
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Women made their own identity on non-ethnic base as the

Sixth Clan to differ with the other five ethnic based groups.

From there, the Sixth Clan, united by gender equality, national

aspiration and vision for peaceful and modern Somalia, became

an acquainted national stakeholder with an independent quota/

identity in participation…. As a result, the National Charter of

Somalia is very reconciliatory to modernity, with affirmative

action quota for women participation in the Transitional

Assembly, refined clauses for preservation of human rights of

women, child, minority etc, together with other sound demo-

cratic principles included. It ranks among the top in the region

and best in the Muslim world.46

Yet, these breakthroughs failed at the level of implementation.

The real decision-making authority continues to rest within clans.

Without conceiving measures that improve the status of women

and gender equality within the clan system, the representation of

women at the national legislature remains a nominal and minimal

change. Although women’s groups continue inspiring work amidst

deteriorating security situations, their impact on the national policy-

making process has been limited in scale. The disconnect between

these women’s groups and female members of the TNA can be striking,

some of whom mistook CEDAW for the Conference on Racism taking

place in South Africa.47

The Mozambican peace process features a faith-based conflict

resolution model and the role of the Catholic Church as the largest

supra civil society organization. Over a period of fourteen years, 

the Vatican-based Community of St. Egidio established solid relation-

ships with both parties to the Mozambican conflict—the government

of FRELIMO and the opposition, RENAMO—through its develop-

ment and humanitarian assistance projects. While St. Egidio went

on to host all twelve rounds of the Rome talks, the Mozambican

Peace Movement (MPP) was launched in 1992 to mobilize public
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support for peacemaking. Church groups were heavily involved in

the MPP as well.

Furthermore, the UN and outside donors made a concerted

effort to accommodate RENAMO from the early stage of the peace

process. The UN Peacekeeping Operation in Mozambique (ONUMOZ)

was deployed in early 1993, and by mid-April 1994, 55 percent of the

government’s and 81 percent of RENAMO’s soldiers were cantoned.

Italy contributed approximately $35 million to help finance RENAMO’s

commitment to the peace process and its transformation from a

guerrilla force into a political party. Similarly, a UK-based multina-

tional corporation, Lonrho, which had established oil business relations

with RENAMO, contributed millions of dollars to buy RENAMO’s

compliance with the terms of the general peace accord. Consequently,

the peace agreement was crafted with great flexibility for political

accommodation to RENAMO. Parliament agreed to give RENAMO one-

third representation on the Electoral Commission. The country’s first

multiparty elections were held in October 1994 and the government’s

party, FRELIMO, won the parliamentary (51 percent) and presidential

(53 percent) elections.

Although women constituted the majority of church membership

in Mozambique and were active in community-based development

and reconciliation, women and gender issues were largely absent

during the peace negotiations. The 1994 creation of a women’s section

within MPP reflected women’s frustration that the major political

parties were not addressing their needs. Likewise, the general peace

agreement did not contain any gender-specific provisions.48

However, today Mozambique is one of only eight countries world-

wide to have achieved a 30 percent representation of women in the

legislature. The high representation derives from Mozambique’s long-

standing policy of women’s emancipation, which extends to formal

employment and liberal family laws. When FRELIMO won independ-

ence from Portugal in 1974, most of the colonists left the country,

taking with them nearly all of the skilled labor force and sabo-
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taging the industrial and commercial infrastructure.49 To compen-

sate for the shortage of skilled labor and infrastructure, FRELIMO

adopted a policy of nationalization and state-sponsored social serv-

ices, and encouraged women to participate in full-time employment.

In 1971, the Women’s Detachment was established within the

nationalist movement, and in 1973, OMM (Organizacao da Mulher

Mocambicana) was founded within FRELIMO to mobilize women

for national development.50

The creation of the Women’s Detachment was in recognition of

the role of women in national liberation movements. The OMM played

an instrumental role in enhancing the status of women, providing

women with immunization, literacy training, and candidacy to

local assemblies. The first Constitution of the People’s Republic of

Mozambique in 1975 enshrined gender equality, which was reiter-

ated in the postwar Constitution, enacted in 1990. In 1976, the

OMM and FRELIMO developed a new family law that provides for

monogamous marriage, joint ownership of property, joint decisions

regarding place of residence, and men’s child support responsibilities.

FRELIMO continued women’s emancipation through education,

political mobilization, and formal sector employment. For the first

democratic election in 1994, FRELIMO formulated gender-inclusive

electoral policies, including the allocation of one-third of the candi-

dacy to women. Women were also distributed among favorable positions

within the party’s master lists, and a large number of women candi-

dates were drawn from OMM. In the end, FRELIMO presented 37 percent

female candidates, as opposed to RENAMO’s 9 percent female candi-

dates.

Yet, challenges to gender equality remain. Two of the gender-specific

indicators used in UNDP’s Human Development Index, Gender-related

Development Index (gender disparity of life expectancy, literacy,

gross enrollment, and income) and Gender Empowerment Measure

(economic and political participation) ranks Mozambique among

the lowest in the world,51 which is a testament to the remaining

gap between women’s political representation and gender equality.
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The Constitution and the new 1997 land law guarantee women

equal rights to own and inherit land. The progressive language of the

1997 land law has yet to be supported by institutional development.

The 1997 law offers land rights for all, but on a “the-user-pays” basis,

and coupled with the shift to a market economy, access to land is

being consolidated in the new power alliance between local govern-

ment and traditional authorities.52 Rachel Waterhouse notes that

Given peasant women’s generally low social status and weaker

access than men to labor and capital resources, they tend to

be weaker players in the market, which reinforces their depend-

ence on men…. It suggests that strategies aimed to protect women’s

independent land rights, without associating men in the process,

may not be successful.53

In addition, legal pluralism poses a grave challenge to gender

equality in many postconflict societies. During the civil war in

Mozambique, community courts supplanted the role of traditional

authorities, which, for women, have been the most accessible venue

to legal redress. Portuguese colonial laws and customary practices

continue to be used widely as the basis of Mozambican rule of law.

The pre-existing Civil Code, defining men as heads of households,

discriminates against women in matters of marriage, maintenance,

custody and succession, and other aspects of family law.54 The Penal

Code includes gender-differentiated definition of adultery: when

adultery is committed by women, the penalty involves a prison term

of between two and eight years; when conducted by men, the crime is

punishable by a fine.55 The gaps among constitution, colonial law, and

customary law are recurrent phenomena in peacebuilding, and consti-

tute a problem of codification that prevents the systematic development

of gender equality.

In terms of institutional framework, some ministries have set

up gender units (e.g. education, agriculture, and environment) and
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some of the public policies have properly integrated a gender

perspective.56 The Ministry for Coordination of Social Action (MICAS)

has responsibility for women’s affairs. As such, MICAS’s compara-

tive advantage lies with its experience of working with “vulnerable”

groups. In general, social policy favors community-based services

rather than institutional provision.57 After the Beijing conference,

an interagency task force (Grupo Operativo) was set up in 1997, with

the representatives of twelve different ministries, NGOs, and an

academic institution. It produced a government Plan of Action that

sets out responsibilities and targets in each sector,58 but since then

the group has been plagued by a lack of resources and the absence

of a clear definition of its mandate and authority.59

While the Somali peace process is often labeled as “good practice”

in terms of the participation of women, women and gender issues

remain marginalized in clan decision-making. This poses one of

the challenges to the current international assistance to women.

International advocacy and donor funding may be shortcuts to

bring women to the negotiating table in the short term, but the

categorization of women’s participation as an “international priority”

may not guarantee the sense of ownership for social transforma-

tion at the local level. It is ultimately the responsibility of the local

society to promote and institutionalize gender equality, which

requires long-term commitment, resources, empowerment, and part-

nerships with various groups in society.

In some instances, women explored unconventional ways to engage

political leadership through advocacy, kinship, personal connec-

tions, and other methods available to foster an environment for

ceasefire, disarmament, and the restoration of law and order. Somali

women’s cross-clan initiatives to promote dialogues for peace, and

the cultivation of non-ethnic, non-clan based identity in the “sixth

clan” movements are examples. These movements, however, did not

influence in a major way the existing structural power base, the

clan system. As a result, the status of gender relations in the Somali

state structures is influenced by (1) power-sharing schemes based
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on existing social categories, (2) the decline of women’s political

mobilization and power after the agreements were signed, and (3)

inadequate international support for the implementation of peace

agreements. The case of Somalia underlines that the state-building

models based on existing social categories could undermine the

opportunity for women and men to gain new identities and polit-

ical powers that are independent of traditional systems, and thus

fail to remedy existing patterns of gender relations.

In contrast, women and gender equality was not incorporated 

in the institutional framework established by the peace process in

Mozambique. The 30 percent representation of women in Mozambican

politics derived from socialist structures and policies during the

national liberation movement. The emancipation of women and

gender equality, however, could be reversed by privatization and

macroeconomic policies that do not take gender analysis into

account. Thus, the case of Mozambique supports the essence of the

critique presented by Roland Paris against the dominant “single

paradigm” favoring the transition to a market economy and liberal

democracy. The forces of the market economy, particularly the

privatization of public goods, could be a major obstacle for gender

equality in the future, as it reaffirms the old patterns of power rela-

tions and inequality by concentrating resources in the hands of the

minority. Prior to embarking upon a transition to a market economy,

the redistribution of resources, the elimination of inequality, and

the installation of protection mechanisms that tackle the existing

power asymmetry in political and economic arenas (which are often

intrinsically linked) needs to take place.

The contrasting outcome of Mozambique and Somalia confirms

the obvious: security, the rule of law, and a government apparatus

must be in place to consolidate peacebuilding. Thus, as both Labonte

and Ankersen suggest,60 the deployment of multidimensional peace-

keeping forces contributes to the stabilization of environments

enabling the building of peace. Similarly, the cases highlight that

gender equality should be an integral part of international polit-
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ical, operational, and technical assistance to postconflict societies,

including electoral assistance, peacekeeping missions, and transi-

tional aid for the reconstruction of governance.

Women’s groups continue their pioneering work in difficult

situations. They form support groups, generate environments conduc-

tive for reconciliation, and lead community development. Conflict

resolution and peacebuilding provide a window of opportunity for

social transformation, and the integration of gender equality into

the design of emerging state and social structures. To this end,

international assistance to women and gender mainstreaming

needs to take place at the two levels: postconflict institutional frame-

work and the structural base of power, so that (1) structural change

takes place, particularly in power relations at all decision-making

levels, and (2) the qualitative and quantitative equality of gender

relations is promoted in the emerging governance frameworks.

This requires long-term commitment to technical and operational

assistance, cross-sectoral partnerships, outreach and advocacy. In

addition, international approaches to peacebuilding, including macro-

economic policies and the financing of transitional and reconstruction

aid, need to involve gender analysis as part of structural reforms

toward equality.
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T H I S  E S S AY  E X A M I N E S the peacebuilding

role of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS)1

and other international actors in building peace in Liberia and Sierra

Leone between 1990 and 2001. It begins by providing the background

to the civil wars in the two countries and discusses the interrela-

tionship that exists between them, before going on to describe some

of the political and economic motives for waging war and assessing

the role of subregional actors within ECOWAS, as well as that of two

important external actors: the US and Britain. The efficacy of various

peacebuilding tasks and tools employed in Liberia and Sierra Leone

is evaluated, including disarmament, social, economic and human-

itarian assistance and transitional elections. The essay then examines

the nature of peacebuilding in post-1997 Liberia, the prospects for

peacebuilding in postwar Sierra Leone, and Charles Taylor’s attempts

at destabilizing the West African subregion. The conclusion analyzes

some of the lessons learned and mistakes made in the two West

African cases, and offer policy recommendations to remedy these

errors in future peacebuilding efforts. 

Liberia and Sierra Leone are West Africa’s tragic twins. Both have

endured almost a decade of civil wars that resulted in nearly 250,000

deaths and the spilling across borders of over one million refugees.
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The ECOWAS Ceasefire Monitoring Group’s (ECOMOG) involvement in

Sierra Leone’s civil war was inextricably linked to its eight-year peace-

keeping efforts in neighboring Liberia’s civil war. The Revolutionary

United Front (RUF) invaded Sierra Leone from Liberia in March 1991

with the assistance of Charles Taylor’s National Patriotic Front of

Liberia (NPFL). ECOMOG’s role in Sierra Leone increased exponentially

after the late Nigerian autocrat, General Sani Abacha, diverted peace-

keepers from their mission in Liberia (which was drawing to a close)

to Sierra Leone in an attempt to crush a military coup by the Sierra

Leone Army (SLA) in Freetown in May 1997. ECOMOG reversed the

coup in February 1998 and restored the elected president, Ahmed

Tejan Kabbah, to power. However, the unsuccessful but devastating

rebel invasion of Freetown in January 1999 showed that ECOMOG

was unable to eliminate the rebels as a military threat. ECOMOG’s

ill-equipped and poorly-funded peacekeeping mission2 was unable

to defeat rebels in guerrilla warfare. As a result, the military stale-

mate forced political accommodation and the appeasement of local

warlords. 

Liberia’s civil war lasted from December 1989 to early 1997 and

was fought mainly by eight factions.3 The largest, the NPFL, was led

by Charles Taylor and consisted largely of ethnic Gios and Manos.

Two factions broke off from the NPFL: the Independent National

Patriotic Front of Liberia (INPFL) and the NPFL-Central Revolutionary

Council (CRC). The Armed Forces of Liberia was the remnant of

murdered Liberian autocrat Samuel Doe’s Krahn-dominated army.

The United Liberation Movement of Liberia for Democracy (ULIMO)

split into two factions, with Roosevelt Johnson, a Krahn, heading

ULIMO-J, while Alhaji Kromah, a Mandingo, headed ULIMO-K. George

Boley headed the Krahn-dominated Liberia Peace Council (LPC). Francois

Massaquoi, an indigene from Lofa County, headed the Lofa Defence

Force (LDF).

Sierra Leone’s civil war lasted from March 1991 until a ceasefire

in July 1999, when the UN mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) took

over ECOMOG’s peacekeeping duties.4 The RUF attacked UN peace-
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keepers in May 2000, leading to the arrest of its leader, Corporal

Foday Sankoh. Between May 1997 and February 1998, the rebels formed

an alliance with the putschist Sierra Leone army under Major Johnny

Paul Koromah to form the ruling Armed Forces Revolutionary Council

(AFRC). The relationship between Sankoh and Charles Taylor was

cemented by the exchange of Sierra Leonean diamonds for the

NPFL’s arms and men. 

In both Liberia and Sierra Leone, the largest factions (the NPFL

and RUF) aimed to win military victory and inherit the state by

controlling its political institutions. In both countries, battles 

were fought for control of areas rich in economic resources such 

as diamonds, timber, rubber and iron ore. Taylor derived an esti-

mated $75 million annually from these exports, including $10

million a month from a consortium of North American, Japanese

and European miners,5 as well as $300,000 a month from foreign

timber firms.6 ULIMO-K was keen to restore the Mandingo’s diamond

trading links with Sierra Leone, from which it had been excluded

in March 1991. ULIMO-J was involved in diamond mining in Bomi

County, while the LPC exported rubber from Buchanan port.7 In Sierra

Leone, RUF rebels and rogue military officers and units controlled

an estimated $250 million annual diamond trade.8

In Liberia, the legitimacy of the warlords was based on building

ethnic support. Some populations supported the factions only to

secure protection from attacks launched by other ethnic groups.

However, territory did not always conform neatly to ethnic coali-

tions. While the brutality of Liberia’s factions was directed at rival

factions or ethnic groups, the horrific violence of the RUF, including

the severing of limbs, decapitation and the mutilation of bodies,

was often indiscriminate. Both wars witnessed widespread human

rights abuses and atrocities.9 Underfed and underpaid soldiers, many

of whom were drug-induced children, were often only nominally

controlled by their leaders.10

An intricate network of personal relationships and shifting

alliances often determined the policies of individual states towards
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the conflicts in Liberia and Sierra Leone. The NPFL was backed

initially by Côte d’Ivoire, Burkina Faso and Libya. In Liberia, Sierra

Leone and Guinea backed ULIMO, while Nigeria provided military

assistance to the AFL and LPC. Nigeria, Ghana, and Guinea supported

successive beleaguered governments in Freetown against the RUF,

while Nigeria provided military assistance to the Kamajors.

Nigeria provided at least 80 percent of ECOMOG’s troops and 90

percent of its funding during both military interventions in Liberia

and Sierra Leone, thus effectively determining ECOMOG’s policies.

Historically, Nigeria’s military leaders have been keen to portray their

country as the indispensable power in West Africa in pursuit of a

Pax Nigeriana.11 They were concerned about the impact of the civil

war on the stability of the subregion and on ECOWAS, an economic

integration scheme launched with strong Nigerian leadership in

1975. Nigeria remained involved in Liberia and Sierra Leone in part

because its generals personally benefited from revenues written off

as ECOMOG expenses, and because the ECOMOG mission helped the

Nigerian leader, General Sani Abacha, to ward off the threat of severe

international sanctions against his regime. By restoring democracy

in Liberia and Sierra Leone, Nigeria’s late autocrat sought to portray

himself as a good international citizen, without seeming to realize

the irony of denying democracy to his own people. 

Following Abacha’s death in June 1998, a democratic transition

in Nigeria led to the withdrawal of about 8,500 of its 12,000 peace-

keepers from Sierra Leone. The remaining Nigerian troops were

subsumed under a new UN peacekeeping mission. Faced with enor-

mous socio-economic problems and buckling under constraints

from an increasingly isolationist public and cantankerous parlia-

ment, the civilian regime of Olusegun Obasanjo was no longer

prepared to pay $1 million a day and suffer hundreds of fatalities. 

Though both ECOMOG interventions are often erroneously por-

trayed as a bid for hegemonic domination by Nigeria,12 several ECOWAS

states also had their own interests in supporting ECOMOG. Gambian

dissidents fought with the NPFL in Liberia, and the unsuccessful
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1981 coup in Gambia was widely believed to have been sponsored

by NPFL ally, Libya. Guinea, Côte d’Ivoire, and Sierra Leone were

eventually flooded with about 750,000 Liberian refugees. Fighting

from Liberia and Sierra Leone spilled over into Guinea, while Liberian

factions made border incursions into Côte d’Ivoire. The NPFL had

Sierra Leonean dissidents within its ranks who launched a decade-

long civil war from Liberia. Guinean and Sierra Leonean soldiers

fought alongside ULIMO against the NPFL in Liberia, while Guinean

troops fought with ECOMOG in Sierra Leone mainly in areas near

the common border between both countries. Approximately 500,000

Sierra Leonean refugees spilled into Guinea and Liberia, and after

being elected president of Liberia in July 1997, Charles Taylor

continued to support the RUF against the elected government and

subregional peacekeepers. Between 1999 and 2001, Guinea backed

former ULIMO rebels (Liberians United for Reconciliation and

Democracy—LURD), who launched incursions into Liberia. Charles

Taylor also supported armed dissidents in Guinea.

The United States, who in the 1980s was the major external Cold

War ally of Liberia’s autocrat, Samuel Doe, abandoned the Liberian

leader to his fate when the civil war erupted in December 1989.

With the end of the Cold War, Washington perceived little strategic

interest in the country and was, furthermore, distracted by the

annexation of Kuwait by Iraq. The US contributed $500 million in

humanitarian assistance to Liberia during the civil war, but did not

support ECOMOG substantially until the end of the mission. Britain,

the former colonial power, has been the most influential external

actor in Sierra Leone, mobilizing international support for peace-

building efforts. Britain, like the US, lent mostly diplomatic and

humanitarian assistance to ECOMOG’s peacekeeping efforts, and

desisted from playing a direct military role in Sierra Leone. Both

interventions in Liberia and Sierra Leone illustrated the growing

indifference of external actors to African conflicts in the post–Cold

War era, and the rising influence of regional actors. What follows is

an examination of three areas of peacebuilding in Liberia and Sierra
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Leone in which the international community was involved: (1) disar-

mament, demobilization and reintegration; (2) humanitarian assistance;

and (3) electoral support.

ECOMOG’s commitment to disarming Liberia’s factions was aided

tremendously by international assistance. During the fierce factional

fighting in Monrovia in April 1996 that resulted in 3,000 deaths,13

the US helped to create the International Contact Group on Liberia

to identify how international actors could assist Liberia and ECOMOG.

Between August and December 1996, Washington released $40 million

for helicopters, communication equipment, uniforms and medical

equipment. This, along with the arrival of EU assistance, gave the

peacekeepers the logistical support to deploy confidently to the

countryside for the first time since the start of their mission. The

Minister for Development Cooperation of the Netherlands, Jan Pronk,

launched a fundraising drive in October 1996 that culminated in

three donor conferences that eventually provided the vital funds to

support Liberia’s disarmament, demobilization, and electoral process.14

The British-led International Contact Group on Sierra Leone has

also been useful in helping to raise funds for Sierra Leone’s postwar

reconstruction.

The disarmament process in Liberia started on schedule on 22

November 1996. Fighters were given food rations and provided with

transportation to chosen destinations in exchange for the surrender

of a serviceable weapon or a hundred rounds of ammunition. The

second Abuja accord of 1996 did not provide even small assistance

packages for former combatants. Despite these difficulties, Liberia’s

factions largely cooperated with disarmament drives. By 9 February

1997, an estimated 74 percent of the fighters had been disarmed

and demobilized. Over 9,570 weapons and 1.2 million pieces of

ammunition were also surrendered, while ECOMOG’s cordon-and-

search operations around the country yielded another 122,162

pieces of ammunition and 917 weapons.15  There were, however,
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reports of arms caches hidden away in parts of the Liberian coun-

tryside.16

The UN Observer Mission in Liberia (UNOMIL) sent 368 unarmed

military observers to Liberia in 1994 and about 100 of them assisted

ECOMOG’s disarmament efforts, investigating ceasefire violations

and verifying arms and ammunition collections by ECOMOG. Tensions

between ECOMOG and UNOMIL had hampered earlier disarmament

efforts. ECOMOG soldiers often complained that UNOMIL withheld

its vehicles and helicopters from their use. UN personnel were paid

much higher stipends than ECOMOG’s, a fact that fuelled further

envy.17 Four other disagreements emerged between the peacekeepers:

first, ECOMOG wanted UNOMIL to have a passive rather than a

leading role in disarmament; second, ECOMOG officials were angered

by what they regarded as UN Special Representative Trevor Gordon-

Somers’ unilateral disarmament negotiations with the parties;

third, in contrast to UNOMIL’s Chief Military Observer, Kenyan

General Daniel Opande, ECOMOG’s Field Commander, Nigerian

General John Inienger, distrusted the NPFL’s commitment to disar-

mament; and finally, ECOMOG criticized UNOMIL for its failure to

consult with it before deploying its troops.18 Similar problems were

reported in Sierra Leone.

Following the signing of the Lomé agreement with Sierra Leone’s

parties in July 1999, there were major difficulties in the implemen-

tation of the agreement. Fighting occurred between the RUF and

its former Armed Forces Ruling Council (AFRC) allies and between

the RUF and CDF; the rebels held ECOMOG and UN peacekeepers

hostage, some of the peacekeepers were killed, and their freedom

of movement was restricted.19 Between 18 May 2001 and the end of

disarmament on 17 January 2002, the 47,706 fighters were finally

disarmed after UN peacekeepers took a firmer military stance against

RUF intransigence. Despite the apparent success of disarmament in

Sierra Leone, both the government and rebels in Liberia began re-

cruiting some of Sierra Leone’s disarmed fighters.20
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As civil administration and social services collapsed and the eco-

nomy declined during their respective civil wars, Liberia and Sierra

Leone depended on the UN and various NGOs to provide humani-

tarian assistance. In Liberia, the WFP, EU and UNDP established a

Civil Reconstruction Team bridging program to support demobi-

lization. The UN spent $3.3 million on bridging activities: the UNDP’s

110 public works projects created 10,000 jobs for civilians and ex-

fighters, while the UN Humanitarian Coordination Office funded

44 projects involving 8,352 temporary jobs. The EU’s 128 micropro-

jects also provided short-term employment for nearly 8,000 civilians

and ex-combatants. Some 30,000 former fighters and civilians had

benefited from the short-term employment and training opportunities

by June 1997. But such efforts proved short-lived and the emer-

gence of a second armed rebellion reversed many of these gains.

In Sierra Leone, the office of the UN High Commissioner for

Refugees helped in the repatriation of 68,698 refugees to Sierra Leone

from Liberia and Guinea. UNICEF reunited 3,000 children with their

families. UNDP has been involved in establishing a Small Arms Trust

Fund to help Sierra Leone’s police curb the scourge of illegal arms

flows. The WFP and an assortment of NGOs were also involved in

providing emergency relief particularly to Sierra Leone’s rural popu-

lation. Much more humanitarian assistance will still be needed,

however, if the country is to return to a functioning state.

On 7 April 1997, Liberia’s Independent Elections Commission and

the Supreme Court were installed in Monrovia. Three weeks later,

an ECOWAS Foreign Ministers’ delegation met with the Elections

Commission and Liberia’s political parties to discuss the draft elec-

toral law, the electoral timetable and the Elections Commission’s

budget. A budget of $5.4 million was approved and ECOWAS decided

to assume greater responsibility for the physical and logistical aspects

of the electoral process. 

ECOWAS’ assertiveness in organizing Liberia’s elections reflected

the tension that pervaded the electoral preparations. Following

tense bilateral relations between Washington and the military junta
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in Abuja, Nigeria was keen not to allow external actors to steal the

glory for ending the Liberian war. A minimum $100,000 levy was

imposed on ECOWAS members to help pay for the elections and to

raise $1.5 million on top of the $5.4 million approved earlier for

the electoral process. ECOWAS and the UN established a Joint Electoral

Coordination Mechanism that met regularly with Liberia’s Elections

Commission to discuss operational and other issues related to elec-

toral preparations. In June 1997, the United States contributed $7.4

million for Liberia’s elections, and the EU funded civic education

programs and paid election workers.

Liberia’s elections were held on 19 July 1997, with ECOMOG pro-

viding security at the 1,864 voting stations and 500 international

observers observing the poll.21 Charles Taylor scored a landslide victory

with 75.3 percent of the presidential vote. Taylor’s National Patriotic

Party also won 21 of the 26 Senate seats and 49 of the 64 seats in the

House of Representatives. An impressive 85 percent of the 750,000

registered voters turned out to cast their ballots on polling day.

ECOWAS and the UN issued a joint statement declaring the elections

“free and fair.” There were some logistical and technical deficiencies:

voter education had been inadequate; no census was conducted; and

ballot secrecy was sometimes compromised by assistance given to illit-

erate voters. But these difficulties were expected after seven years of

civil war in the first election in twelve years.

Sierra Leone held parliamentary and presidential elections on

14 May 2002.22 Nine candidates contested the presidency, which the

incumbent Ahmed Tejan Kabbah comfortably won with a landslide

70 percent majority in the first round. His SLPP party also won a

parliamentary majority. The RUFP, the political party of the former

rebels, performed abysmally at the polls. The US-based National

Democratic Institute and the UK-based Westminster Foundation for

Democracy provided support to strengthen political parties, while

the UN, ECOWAS and the OAU electoral observers declared the elec-

tions “free and fair.” 
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Taylor’s government inherited a national treasury that contained

only $17,000, a domestic debt of $200 million, and an external debt

of $3 billion.23 His first years in office were difficult financially and

marred by controversy over human rights violations.24 The UN

established its first peacebuilding support office in Liberia after the

1997 elections to coordinate postconflict programs and to promote

international support for Liberia’s reconstruction efforts, but

foreign assistance trickled rather than flooded in. 

Felix Downes-Thomas, the UN Special Representative in Liberia,

became deeply unpopular with Liberian civil society groups who

accused him of being too close to Taylor’s regime. Downes-Thomas

argued that his mandate was to mobilize support for the regime to

recover from its civil war rather than to criticize it. As an internal

UN report of July 2001 admitted, the UN peacebuilding office was

poorly resourced and its mandate was weak and not politically

intrusive due to the initial reluctance of the UN Security Council to

establish the office. The Liberian government accepted the office in

the full knowledge that the UN would not interfere with its running

of the country.25

Liberia’s National Reconstruction Program (NRP) sought $433

million over the first two post-election years and aimed to revive

government institutions, provide essential social services, rehabili-

tate public infrastructure, protect civil liberties as well as national

and personal security, repatriate refugees and internally displaced

persons, reintegrate demobilized fighters back into society and pro-

vide them with increased employment opportunities.26 Many of

these plans remain unfulfilled. This response was similar to the

failure of donors to deliver on pledges of $232 million in Sierra Leone

after the signing of the Abidjan Agreement in 1996.27

Taylor cracked down on Liberia’s opposition groups and attempted

to institutionalize his domination of the Liberian state. Former

Taylor ally and later opponent, Sam Dokie, as well as members of

his family were brutally murdered in November 1997. Journalists

have been harassed and jailed for criticizing the government. Two
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radio stations and four newspapers were closed down. Most opposi-

tion politicians went into exile. 

Until Charles Taylor agreed to leave office in 2003, Liberia’s secu-

rity situation remained precarious and contained many lessons for

postwar Sierra Leone. Rebellion, armed robbery, and banditry

thrived in rural Liberia. Crime and insecurity plagued Monrovia.

The mobilization of armed ethnicity in support of the agendas of

rival warlords during the civil war continued to strain the country.

A shooting incident involving ULIMO-J’s former Krahn leader,

Roosevelt Johnson, led to 52 deaths and the flight of over 4,000 Krahn

to Côte d’Ivoire.28 Mandingos have been violently attacked by Lorma

in Lofa County and by Gios and Manos in Nimba County in clashes

over land and resources as refugees return to areas abandoned during

the civil war. Some of the land reform or redistribution measures

and the extension of agricultural credit that UN peacebuilders imple-

mented in El Salvador between 1991 and 1995 may have to be considered

in both Liberia and Sierra Leone.

A linked tale of insecurity can be told about Liberia’s neighbors.

Fighting in Sierra Leone in September 1997 forced 200,000 refugees

to flood into Liberia. In an outbreak of violence that signified the

start of Liberia’s second protracted civil war, Liberian dissidents

invaded the towns of Voinjama and Kolahun in Lofa County in

1999. A group calling itself Liberians United for Reconciliation and

Democracy (LURD) launched these attacks from Guinea. It is thought

that the group consisted mostly of Mandingo and Krahn fighters of

the former ULIMO-K and ULIMO-J militias. Since May 1999, Taylor-

backed RUF rebels have launched attacks into Guinea, destroying

property and lives.29 The relationship between Liberia and Guinea

worsened following renewed attacks into Lofa country by LURD

rebels between July and November 2000, forcing thousands of refugees

to flee the area. Taylor’s continued military support for RUF rebels

led to friction with the peacekeepers. ECOMOG, frequently criti-

cized by Taylor for being an external army of occupation, finally

withdrew its peacekeepers from Liberia by the end of 1998. Taylor
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included many of his former NPFL fighters in the new Liberian

army and created the notorious Anti-Terrorist Unit (ATU) as a private

army directly under his command. By filling the army with ethnic

loyalists and using it as a tool against political opponents, Taylor

created conditions for the mobilization of ethnic groups to protect

their own people against a partisan army. The institutionalization

of violence as a way of life that had been a hallmark of the Doe era

was further entrenched during Liberia’s savage civil war.30

Most of Taylor’s opponents viewed the state apparatus as an exten-

sion of his own personal power. This created potential conditions

for the breakdown of law and order. Events in postwar Liberia paral-

leled those in prewar Liberia: widespread insecurity, a weak economy,

patronage-fuelled corruption, harassment of the press and civic

groups, interethnic clashes, and trumped-up coup plots. The lack of

security and of the rule of law made donors cautious and kept away

foreign investors. Liberian diamonds continued to be smuggled out

of the country,31 and there were accusations of lucrative contracts

being awarded to Taylor’s close political associates. 

A donor conference for Liberia’s reconstruction that was held in

Paris in April 1998 led to pledges of $200 million, but these funds

were made conditional on progress in the areas of security and

human rights, and were not disbursed because of the government’s

poor human rights record. Little of Liberia’s infrastructure was

restored and the promised provision of social services did not occur.

Taylor maintained close political relations with Burkina Faso and

Libya and sought to court Taiwanese and French investors, but tradi-

tional trading partners like the US, Japan and Germany continue to

stay away. 

Amidst these domestic difficulties, Taylor faced unprecedented

external pressure. In March 2001, the UN Security Council demanded

that Liberia halt the importation of Sierra Leonean diamonds, end

Liberian support for the RUF and pressure the rebels to allow the

UN mission in Sierra Leone access to rebel-controlled territory. On

7 May 2001, the UN Security Council imposed a ban on the export

178 West Africa’s Tragic Twins 



of diamonds from Liberia and placed travel sanctions on senior

government officials and their spouses. The Council also tightened

an existing arms embargo by prohibiting the sale or supply of

arms and related material to Liberia and banning the provision of

military training to the government. These sanctions were renewed

in May 2002.

In order for the UN sanctions to be effective, it was important

for the Security Council to secure ECOWAS’ cooperation for this

approach. The diamond sanctions were not watertight, since Liberian

gems were easily smuggled through third countries. Furthermore,

no effective enforcement mechanism existed on the ground. France

and China, who together import about 45 percent of Liberia’s timber,

blocked more devastating economic sanctions on Liberia’s $13

million annual timber trade in the UN Security Council.32 However,

the sanctions clearly rattled Taylor, forcing him to reduce support

for the RUF, and weakening his ability to fight the LURD. Eventually,

the pressure from the international community— particularly from

the US—forced Taylor to resign and go into exile.

Even as Liberia’s security situation worsened, Sierra Leone’s internal

problems were ameliorated by the introduction of a large UN

peacekeeping presence in the country. On 19 August 1999, Nigeria’s

President Obasanjo wrote to UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, in-

forming him of Nigeria’s intention to withdraw the bulk of its

peacekeepers from Sierra Leone. Annan, strongly supported by

Britain, suggested to the Security Council that a United Nations

peacekeeping Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) should take over

from ECOMOG under the leadership of the Indian Force Commander,

General Vijay Jetley.33 The UN mission in Sierra Leone was estab-

lished and its costs totalled $692 million annually. 

The peacekeepers soon faced problems as Foday Sankoh employed

“spoiler” tactics to frustrate the UN. Sankoh complained that RUF

members were not being appointed to government positions as

agreed at Lomé.34 The RUF prevented the deployment of UN peace-

keepers to the diamond-rich eastern provinces and attacked UN
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peacekeepers, holding them hostage, killing some of them, and

seizing their heavy weapons and vehicles.35 UNAMSIL also experienced

its own internal problems. A UN assessment mission sent to Sierra

Leone in June 2000 found serious managerial problems in UNAMSIL

and a lack of common understanding of the mandate and rules of

engagement. The mission also noted that some of UNAMSIL’s mili-

tary units lacked proper training and equipment.36

A confidential report written by General Jetley was published 

in the international press in September 2000, accusing senior Nigerian

military and political officials of attempting to sabotage the UN

mission in Sierra Leone by colluding with the RUF rebels to prolong

the conflict. No evidence was provided for the allegations. Nigeria

refused to put its peacekeepers under Jetley’s command and India

subsequently announced the withdrawal of its entire 3,000-strong

contingent from Sierra Leone. 

Following its humiliation, UNAMSIL responded more forcefully

against the RUF in July 2000 by freeing some of its hostages in Kailahun,

recapturing the strategic town of Masiaka, and clearing illegal

checkpoints from Occra hills.37 A brief British military intervention

helped stabilize the situation in Freetown and its environs. Following

the difficulties with the RUF, Nigeria, Ghana and Senegal sent a 3,000-

strong American-trained rapid reaction force to Sierra Leone. 

Recognizing the importance of a long-term strategy for the

survival of Sierra Leone’s civilian government and keen to devise an

“exit strategy,” two external peacekeepers have promoted security

sector reform in Sierra Leone.38 Nigeria helped to train officers for a

new 8,500-strong Sierra Leonean army, and Britain played the lead

role in training the army and police in Sierra Leone. 

There are parallels between the Lomé peace settlement in Sierra

Leone and that of Abuja in Liberia. Both were basically efforts to

appease local warlords by giving them political power in exchange

for military peace. Both agreements were an open invitation for

warlords to enjoy the spoils of office in a giant jumble sale of the

national wares. In both cases, few alternatives existed once ECOMOG,
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and particularly Nigeria, had made it clear that it was no longer

willing to continue to sacrifice men and money. Under these circum-

stances, Liberian and Sierra Leonean politicians were forced to seek

a political solution that inevitably left them at the mercy of wealthy

armed warlords. Though civil society groups played important roles

in mediation efforts, they were unable to break the military grip of

warlords on their countries.39

It is important that some of the lessons learned from these peace-

building cases be applied to future peacebuilding efforts, particularly

in the African context. We offer five key lessons from these two

cases:

First, regional peacekeepers in West Africa and other parts of Africa

must be provided, in a timely manner, with the logistical and finan-

cial resources they need if such missions are to achieve their goals. The

Liberian case revealed that if external actors provide these resources

and funds, and if there is a will on the part of the parties to disarm

their factions, even a poorly resourced regional body can achieve some

success. The presence of unarmed UN peacekeepers in Liberia was

insufficient, and the UN decided to subsume some of the regional

peacekeepers under its own command in Sierra Leone. Former UN

Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali had proposed the same solu-

tion for Liberia in 1995. The UN Security Council rejected the proposal,

since after debacles in Somalia (1993) and Rwanda (1994), the Council

was reluctant to approve new UN missions in Africa. 

Second, the cases of Liberia and Sierra Leone show that the role

of Nigeria and other aspiring regional hegemons in peacekeeping

missions must be carefully considered if resolutions to local conflicts

are not to be unduly delayed. While regional powers like Nigeria

are often indispensable, their actions can also arouse fear and

suspicion among local and subregional actors. ECOWAS leaders have

recognized the need to establish decision-making institutions and

to ensure broader participation in subregional peacekeeping by

signing a Protocol on Conflict Prevention at its summit in Lomé in

December 1999.40 The introduction of UN and OAU peacekeepers

Adekeye Adebajo 181



from outside West Africa into Liberia was a conscious attempt to

dilute the Nigerian dominance of ECOMOG and to reassure local

actors of the peacekeepers’ impartiality. 

The UN peacekeeping mission in Sierra Leone, with its sizeable

Bangladeshi and Kenyan contingents, signified a new, innovative

approach to UN peacekeeping in Africa based on regional pillars

supported by local hegemons. By placing largely regional forces

under the UN flag, the hope is that the peacekeepers will enjoy the

legitimacy and impartiality that the UN’s universal membership

offers, while some of the financial and logistical problems of regional

peacekeepers can be resolved through greater burden-sharing. These

new missions should also be more accountable.41

Third, any successful postconflict strategy must be subregional

and take into account the interconnectedness of the conflicts in

West Africa. Liberia’s civil war spilled into Sierra Leone, Côte d’Ivoire

and Guinea, subregional governments backed various warring

factions, and most significantly, warlords in Liberia and Sierra

Leone assisted each other through supplying fighters, trafficking

arms and smuggling diamonds. Ways must be found to support

ECOWAS in its efforts to channel resources to joint commercial and

infrastructural projects that link countries in the region together

to promote peaceful cooperation. To this effect, the establishment

of a new UN office in West Africa to support ECOWAS and civil society

groups in their security, development and democratization efforts

is a welcome development.

Fourth, the UN and its agencies, along with international NGOs,

must continue to provide the humanitarian assistance to belea-

guered civilians during civil wars such as those in Liberia and Sierra

Leone. Despite ECOWAS’ ambitions to play such a role, the resources

are simply not available in a subregion that contains some of the

poorest countries in the world. ECOMOG should restrict itself mainly

to supporting peacekeeping and providing security to relief convoys

traveling to volatile parts of the countryside, as it did in Liberia

and Sierra Leone. 
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Finally, the donor conferences that provided crucial electoral

and postconflict assistance in Liberia and Sierra Leone must continue

to mobilize resources in support of peacebuilding in both coun-

tries. In Sierra Leone, funding must be provided for transforming

the RUF into a genuine opposition political party, as was done with

RENAMO in Mozambique. Though programs were developed in

Liberia to provide jobs for demobilized fighters and to reintegrate

them into their local communities, these were mostly short-term

programs. This error must be avoided in Sierra Leone. The political

problems of the Taylor regime in Monrovia (including his indict-

ment by an international criminal tribunal for war crimes committed

in Sierra Leone) caused the international community to withhold

the financial assistance needed in Liberia. The result was increased

crime and continued instability within Liberia that spilled over into

neighboring territories. Local civil society groups must also be sup-

ported in efforts to entrench peace.

We offer four policy recommendations for international efforts

to bring peace to West Africa: First, the UN Security Council must

provide timely support and resources to UNAMSIL troops in Sierra

Leone, and avoid a precipitous withdrawal of the 17,500 peacekeepers

that could create a destabilizing security vacuum.

Second, the international community must provide the resources

necessary to restructure Sierra Leone’s new army and other secu-

rity forces and to fund the Special Court and the Truth and

Reconciliation Commission. It is crucial for future stability that a

truly national army and police force be created that includes equi-

table regional and factional representation and that enjoys the

confidence of the population. The government in Sierra Leone needs

security forces that are capable of defending democratic institu-

tions from internally and externally inspired threats. A Truth and

Reconciliation Commission was called for in the Lomé agreement of

July 1999, along with a controversial amnesty for war crimes. Many

Sierra Leoneans consider the confession of crimes by perpetrators

and the offering of testimonies by victims, as well as the documen-

Adekeye Adebajo 183



tation of evidence of war crimes committed since 1991 as vital

components of an attempt at national reconciliation. A war-weary

Sierra Leonean population has, however, mainly backed the forgive-

ness of rebels as a necessary sacrifice for peace. Aside from the

Truth Commission, a Special Court will try former RUF leader Foday

Sankoh and other alleged violators of human rights. This court

must be established with the utmost transparency. Many Sierra

Leoneans have questioned the wisdom of putting scarce resources

into a court to try war criminals rather than into a fund to rehabili-

tate war victims and develop the country. 

It will be crucial to establish fair and transparent criteria for

determining potential war criminals if the Special Court is to avoid

accusations of undertaking a witch-hunt against the RUF. Members

of other factions who committed human rights abuses must also

be tried if the Court is to have any legitimacy. The court has now

received enough funds for the first year of its work, while the Truth

Commission is yet to receive adequate funding. The fact that these

funds are voluntary contributions rather than compulsory UN

assessments leaves these two bodies vulnerable to the changing

priorities of capricious external donors.

Third, international efforts to cut off the illicit flow of diamonds

to world markets—a trade that forms the sinews of war in Sierra

Leone—must be vigorously pursued. Many Sierra Leonean diamonds

find their way to the main Belgian market through Côte d’Ivoire

and Liberia. To deprive warlords of the benefits of resources that

fuel their violence, international pressure must be applied to the

international buyers, companies and regional states involved in this

sordid trade. The government of Sierra Leone must be assisted in

establishing security in this area through the deployment of sufficient

numbers of UN peacekeepers, and the Kabbah administration will

also need help in regulating the diamond trade in ways that are

transparent and that ensure that revenues from diamond sales

reach government coffers. The government’s dependence on diamond

184 West Africa’s Tragic Twins 



exports can also be reduced through financial assistance aimed at

reviving the country’s potentially lucrative rutile exports.

Finally, the international community will have to dig deeper into

its pockets to increase the derisory amounts dedicated to postconflict

peacebuilding tasks in Sierra Leone and Liberia. Disproportionate

attention has been focused on the tragedies in Kosovo and East

Timor, while Africa’s civil wars have often been left to fester. Donors

often demand stability before committing resources, but as in Liberia,

if factions show signs of wanting to settle conflicts, it is better for

the international community to invest the resources to implement

agreements. The security climate may then become more propitious

for achieving other peacebuilding goals.

Donors must show more understanding for the plight of cash-

strapped governments in countries like Liberia and Sierra Leone that

have been devastated by civil wars. Debts will have to be forgiven or

substantially reduced, while borrowing restrictions and stringent

aid conditions must be eased on these countries until they have

recovered sufficiently from the ravages of war. Donors will have to

go beyond empty promises, get over their fatigue, and start deliv-

ering on their pledges if they intend to prevent a return to full-scale

war. It is crucial that this golden opportunity to secure peace in

Sierra Leone and end the current war in Liberia is not squandered

by the frugality of an indifferent international community.
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P E A C E  A N D  H O P E are rare commodities

in the Horn of Africa. The negative lessons of the Somali experience,

the decline in the strategic importance of the Horn, and the preemi-

nence of personalist rules have slackened the efforts of international

organizations and major powers to rescue Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia

and Sudan. The intensification of social and physical crises has led those

countries to sink deeper into hopelessness and despair. Yet reforms

undertaken by the Organization of African Unity (OAU), now the

African Union,1 such as the establishment of a Mechanism for Conflict

Prevention, Management, and Resolution and the creation of the

Intergovernmental Authority for Drought and Development (IGADD),

aimed at enhancing the goals of peacebuilding undertakings, are

inherently flawed. The principal problem with OAU reforms is that

they still fail to address systematically how diversity within unity

(or a community of communities) can be instituted. This study chal-

lenges this failure.

The analytical framework used here is the model of layered loyal-

ties (otherwise referred to as a community of communities) employed

at the local, state and subregional and regional levels. The use of this

model to investigate the question of peacebuilding in the context

of the Horn of Africa is advantageous for several reasons. First, the
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place that the approach assigns to local conditions guards one against

the fatal flaws of universal prescriptions. Second, the importance

attached to the state enables one to determine the state’s ability to

ensure political legitimacy. Third, the place assigned to a region

allows one to identify truly regional problems that require cooper-

ative undertakings by countries in the Horn of Africa. On the contrary,

the OAU’s Mechanism for Conflict Management and Resolution

inhibits us from determining what kinds of proactive peacebuilding

responses need to be initiated based on a commitment to common

principles.

The plausibility of the framework of layered loyalties is well

supported by the reality of countries in the Horn of Africa. In most

instances during the precolonial days, people saw themselves prima-

rily as members of a tribe or clan. This changed after independence.

Many started to see themselves as members of a country as well as

of a particular tribe or clan. However, the consolidation of the loyalty

of citizens to their respective states was eroded due to the inability

of the political elites to respond to popular demands. Today, the

challenge is to foster policies that maintain proper equilibrium

between loyalties at the levels of the local, the state and the region

in a complementary and reinforcing manner. Failure to nurture

such an approach would perpetuate divisiveness, demonic stereo-

typing, xenophobia, and lack of resolution on overdue issues. In

short, it would be a major impediment to building sustainable peace.

Without instituting such layered loyalties, one cannot strengthen

the abilities of the OAU and IGADD to settle conflicts in a legitimate

manner and deepen cooperation around regional problems. 

The first section of the current discussion deals with the OAU’s

potential in managing conflict and how it failed to provide strong

leadership to resolve border conflicts between Somalia and its

neighbors. The second section explains how the Cold War inter-

national order basically undercut the OAU’s role in conflict resoltion

and the extent to which regional countries depended on either the

United States or the former Soviet Union for their survival. The
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third section shows that despite reforms at the level of the OAU,

very little is expected from the regional organization in the near

future with respect to peacebuilding initiatives. The final section

analyzes the current situation in the Horn of Africa (which embraces

Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia and Sudan) and demonstrates ways in

which the formulation of policies set in line with the principle of

layered loyalties can indeed strengthen OAU and IGADD peacebuilding

roles.

The formation of the OAU is generally considered to be one of

the most important milestones in Africa’s search for peace, security

and economic development. The political genesis of the OAU can 

be traced to the development of pan-Africanism. The priority pan-

Africanist forces assigned to the question of termination of colonial

rule culminated in the independence of most African countries 

in the late 1950s and early 1960s.2 Subsequently, serious cleavages

developed over such issues as the nature and extent of pan-African

cooperation and the character of social and economic policies in

African countries. The most outstanding difference was between

those who upheld and legitimized the principle of national sover-

eignty and those who saw the political federation of Africa as the

most urgent issue.3 However, antagonism between competing visions

for the future of the continent was muted when Emperor Haile

Selassie of Ethiopia initiated the events that led directly to the creation

of the OAU.

The OAU was formed on 25 May 1963. Thirty independent African

states participated at the Addis Ababa Conference that brought this

regional organization into being. The inviolable integrity of each state

and its right to choose whether it would be bound by organiza-

tional decisions were recognized as the key features of the relationship

between member states and the OAU. This principle is expressed

most clearly in Article III of its Charter. The Article echoes the UN

Charter in stipulating several conditions: first, the sovereign equality

of all members states; second, noninterference in the internal affairs

of states; and third, peaceful settlement of disputes by negotiation,
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mediation, conciliation or arbitration. Ever since then, conflict

management by the OAU has been bounded by its adherence to

“the support of member states for the territorial boundaries inher-

ited from the colonial era, and their opposition to secessionist

movements and to external assistance to such movements.”4 In conse-

quence, the Commission on Conciliation, Mediation, and Arbitration,

created in July 1965, had its jurisdiction limited to interstate conflicts.

The Commission could only act when requested by one of the

parties involved, the Assembly, or the Council, and only when both

disputants accepted its intervention.

Although the OAU’s voting rule (a two-thirds majority) allowed it

to intervene in a conflict, it seldom did so. Decisions premised on a

two-thirds majority vote were of a nonobligatory nature. Nor was

the Assembly of Heads of State and Government as the “Supreme

Organ” of the OAU given the authority to impose its will on members.

The Conciliation Commission remained largely inactive for the last

three decades, as the OAU used ad hoc committees in its stead. There

was no enforcement structure in place. Reasons revolving essen-

tially around the narrow interpretation of sovereignty created

difficulties for the OAU in formulating procedures for the resolu-

tion of conflicts among its member states.5 The assumption was

that conflicts within African states fell within the exclusive compe-

tence of the states concerned. In consequence, the organization stood

by in apparent “helplessness” as many of these conflicts caused enor-

mous challenges. 

Despite these difficulties, the OAU in the main depended on less

formal means of “mediation” for conflict resolution—a legacy of

the founding fathers whereby political means for settling conflicts

were favored.6 Ad hoc means such as the Assembly of Heads of State

and Government, or eminent persons, served as the dominant means

of settling conflicts. Individual heads of state had the tradition of

intervening in conflict situations on behalf of the Assembly of

Heads of State and Government. 
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The conflicts of the Horn of Africa in the 1960s and 1970s were

essentially marked by Somalia’s claim on the territories inhabited

by its kinsmen in Ethiopia, Kenya and Djibouti, coupled with nation-

alism that espoused creation of a nation-state under the banner of

“Greater Somalia.” This presented a major challenge to regional

peace. Another challenge from Somalia, particularly with regard to

the OAU’s authority, lay in the principle of self-determination.7

Somalis are tied by a common ancestry, language, and culture. This

is declared in Article VI of its Constitution and symbolized by the

five stars of its flag. The five stars of Somalia’s flag represent the aim

of unification of the Somali inhabited regions of the Ogaden of

Ethiopia, the Northern Frontier District (NFD) of Kenya, Djibouti,

and former British and Italian Somalilands. Mogadishu’s adherence

to the ideals of “Greater Somalia” and the principle of self-determi-

nation challenged the OAU’s adherence to the principle of respect

for colonial boundaries.

The recalcitrant behavior of Mogadishu, combined with the im-

potence of the OAU as peacemaker among the Horn of Africa countries,

became all too apparent during the 1964 and 1977–78 Ethio-Somali

wars. In the latter part of 1963 and early 1964, the Somali-Ethiopian

war erupted when Somalia supported armed groups conducting

intermittent raids into the Ogaden province of Ethiopia.8 This was

followed by Somalia’s attack against Ethiopia on 7 February 1964.

Somalia requested intervention by the UN Security Council. This

tack met with failure when both the former USSR and the UN

Secretary-General requested Ethiopia and Somalia to settle their

disputes within an inter-African context. On 9 February 1964, Ethiopia

and Kenya appealed to the OAU Council of Ministers to call for a

ceasefire and pass a resolution reiterating the inviolability of the

existing borders of the states in the Horn. The Council at a meeting

in Lagos on 24 February asked the warring parties to settle their

conflict in conformity with Article III (3) of the OAU Charter. The

belligerents appeared to end their hostilities when the Sudanese
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President Ibrahim Aboud intervened as a mediator between Ethiopia

and Somalia.

As subsequent developments disclosed, peace was not achieved

because Somalia failed to renounce its territorial claim. Between 1965

and 1967, it organized guerrilla forces that harassed Ethiopian and

Kenyan government officials.9 This prompted both Ethiopia and

Kenya to adopt a deterrent policy. They closed their borders to the

Somali nomadic clans’ intrusions into their respective territories for

grazing lands and water. In particular, Ethiopia’s aerial counter-

offensive against Somalia was most successful. The combination of

these measures compelled Mogadishu to initiate a policy of detente.

At the Kinshasa OAU Summit Conference in September 1967, Mogadishu

normalized relations with its neighbors through President Kenneth

Kaunda’s personal diplomacy.

Somalia’s elite persistent search to implement the goals of “Greater

Somalia” posed a major obstacle to that country’s ability to adhere

to the OAU’s rules of the game and settle its border conflicts with

Ethiopia. Mogadishu’s defiance of the OAU peacemaking role was

clearly demonstrated in its invasion of Ethiopia during the 1977–78

Ethio-Somali war. At the time, Ethiopia was preoccupied with internal

reforms and gripped by turmoil. Addis Ababa found itself under

attack first from the Western Somali Liberation Front (WSLF), the

Somali Abo Liberation Front (SALF), and eventually from Somali troops.10

By June 1977, the SALF and WSLF controlled 85 percent of the Ogaden

region of Ethiopia. The OAU’s role did not develop beyond passing

implicit criticism of Somalia’s claims. The Ethiopian government’s

search to secure a two-thirds majority vote to convene an emergency

session of the OAU failed. The eight-nation mediation committee

created in 1973 to arbitrate the border dispute between Ethiopia

and Somalia merely issued a statement confirming the inviolability

of frontiers inherited from the colonial era.

What ensured the territorial integrity of Ethiopia at the time

was the coincidence of a radical ideology between Moscow and Addis

Ababa and the former Soviet Union’s desire to displace the US in
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the region. Both Ethiopia’s and Somalia’s capabilities of ensuring

their territorial unification and independence were tied to the trans-

fer of arms from either Washington or the former Soviet Union in

exchange for the strategic services each country rendered to them.

The ideology of pan-Africanism and the principles of the OAU did

not deter the superpowers from relentlessly pursuing their inter-

ests. Moscow and Washington designed their policies on the Horn’s

strategic and political importance not on the conflicting claims of

Ethiopia and Somalia. Somalia deployed over 1,000 tanks, 600 pieces

of artillery and canons, anti-aircraft guns, surface-to-surface missiles

and rockets, 48 artillery pieces, and eight fighter aircraft.  Ethiopia,

on the other hand, deployed about 70 tanks, 48 artillery pieces, and

eight fighter aircraft.11 The Ethiopian government’s army, numbering

less than 40,000 men, was spread all over the country in an effort to

contain insurgent groups.

Ethiopia’s ability to dislodge the invading army of Somalia and

resort to an offensive strategy was facilitated by the Soviet Union’s

shipment of arms and equipment worth nearly one billion

dollars.12 Ethiopia’s survival was further reinforced when the Soviet

Union urged client states, such as Cuba and South Yemen, to provide

fighting personnel. Twelve thousand Cuban troops fought on the

side of the Ethiopian army. The consequence was the expulsion of

Somalia’s regular troops from the southeastern provinces of Ethiopia

and the restoration of the status quo ante.

In the same manner, Somalia’s capability to weather the conse-

quences of the war and ensure its unity rested on its alignment

with Washington. The US sought to buttress Somalia’s survival with

its desire to displace the Soviet Union from that country and obtain

base rights and access to Berbera, a former Soviet military base in

Somalia.13 In return, Mogadishu received $40 million in military

aid for 1981 and 1982. The US sent 250 troops to Berbera to assist

with the “Bright Star” exercises in November 1981.14 It then spent

$66 million to expand naval facilities at the port of Kisimayo.15 Its

military assistance program from 1983 to 1986 averaged $36–40
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million per year.16 Most important, in November 1983, the US

helped arrange a $1.5 billion loan for the ailing Somali economy.17

The reliance on the bipolar structure of the international system

rather than on OAU principles for securing national borders and

unity is further illuminated by the alignment pattern Ethiopia and

Somalia maintained with Washington and Moscow respectively. In

the case of Somalia (being suspicious of British interest in Kenya,

French interests in Djibouti, and the US ties with Ethiopia), an

alliance was built with the former Soviet Union. Mogadishu broke

off diplomatic relations with Britain in 1963. In October 1963, it

accepted a Soviet military credit of $30 million that was used to

expand its army from 4,000 to 20,000.18 The Soviet Union’s help to

bolster Somalia’s defense took a very decisive turn after the 1969

coup d’état. For instance, when the Soviet defense minister, Marshall

Andrei A. Grechko, visited Somalia in 1972, there were about 3,600

Russians, of whom 1,200 to 1,400 were military personnel.19

Ethiopia’s capability to preserve its unity rested primarily on the

patron-client relationship with the US. Addis Ababa and Washington

signed a defense pact in 1953. As a rental cost, Ethiopia received

military training and equipment worth about $147 million between

1953 and 1970.20 The US interest in Ethiopia declined when the Kagnew

station was no longer considered part of its strategic interest. The

US replaced Kagnew with a military base at Diego Garcia, situated

in the middle of the Indian Ocean. Revolutionary developments

within Ethiopia exacerbated the deterioration of Ethio-US relations.

In consequence, when Somalia invaded Ethiopia, the map of the

Horn might have been redrawn had the Soviet Union not come to

the rescue of Ethiopia.

With the end of the Cold War, the OAU had to review its approach

to conflict management in order to cope with the challenges of the

collapse of African states and escalation of domestic conflicts. To

this end, the Heads of State and Government at the 26th ordinary

session in July 1990 adopted a “Declaration on the Political and

Socio-economic Situation in Africa and the Fundamental Changes
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Taking Place in the World.” In that declaration, many African leaders

expressed their determination to work together towards the peaceful

and speedy resolution of all the conflicts on the continent.21 This

was a major shift in attitude in the sense that African leaders

accepted the limitations imposed on the OAU simply on account of

arguable technicalities of sovereignty. Member states recognized that

where national means of conflict resolution proved unsuitable or

inadequate, they needed to be supplemented by “international”

action, especially within the purview of the OAU.

The 29th ordinary session of the Heads of State and Government

adopted the “Report of the Secretary-General on the Establishment

of the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management and Resolution.”

This guaranteed that the OAU would play a pivotal role in trying to

prevent conflicts from breaking out among African states.22 The

Division for Conflict Management is guided by the OAU Charter prin-

ciples of sovereign equality, noninterference in domestic affairs,

territorial integrity, and commitment to the peaceful settlement of

disputes. Its main pillar is the central organ consisting of elected

members of the Bureau of the Assembly of Heads of State, which

functions at the level of heads of state as well as of ministers and

ambassadors. This central organ can be summoned by the Chairman,

the Secretariat, the Secretary-General, or at the request of a member

state.

All this marked a major departure from the assumption that

domestic conflicts fell within the exclusive competence of member

states. Member states’ attitude moved away from a position of total

opposition to the involvement of the OAU in internal conflicts to

accepting the organization’s role in assisting in their resolution.

The Secretary-General of the OAU is now able to take the initiative

to intervene personally or, through special envoys, to promote

pacific settlement of conflicts.23 The enhancement in the stature of

the OAU and the shift in the position of states is evident in the

number of member states that have asked the organization to observe

elections. Between 1991 and 1998, the OAU has been able to observe
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39 elections in 25 member states. Member states responded favorably

to the OAU’s requests for troops to engage in peacekeeping operations

under UN auspices in the cases of Rwanda and Burundi. During the

1998 summit in Addis Ababa, the African heads of states decided

that member states of the OAU should earmark and train contin-

gents from their national armies so that they can be called upon to

perform tasks relating to peacekeeping and conflict prevention.24

However, the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management

and Resolution is confronted with major limitations despite its at-

tempt to address conflict situations on the continent. There is a

shortage of human-resource capacity to serve the mechanism. There

is also a structural problem related to the position and composi-

tion of the Conflict Management Division.25 In addition to these

constraints, there is little financial and political commitment by

member states for the Division’s organizational capacity. For instance,

in 1994 only seven Member states and the Group of African Ambassadors’

wives in Addis Ababa made a contribution to the OAU’s Peace Fund.

In this regard, the Division depends heavily on the International

Community. The organization appears to depend mainly on financial

donations from European countries, the EU, Canada and the US.

Belgium made valuable contributions to the OAU’s efforts in Burundi.26

Beyond human-resource and financial limitations, the OAU has

assigned a greater priority to Conflict Prevention and Management

than to peacekeeping to make the Division adequate for the tasks of

dealing with the rise in regional domestic conflicts. Interestingly,

peacekeeping tasks are now generally carried out by subregional

organizations. The role of ECOWAS (the Economic Community of

West African States) and ECOMOG (the West African Community’s

Monitoring Group) are cases in point. In the context of the Horn of

Africa, cooperation with the Intergovernmental Authority for Drought

and Development (IGADD) is perceived as a means to further the

goals of peacebuilding in the region. 
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Although it was created in 1986 to control drought in the sub-

region, the IGADD has been the major forum for conducting

negotiations to deal with conflict in the Horn of Africa. Djibouti,

Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia, Kenya, the Sudan and Uganda are member

states of this subregional organization. This institution was the conse-

quence of discussions among the ministries of foreign affairs and

the IGADD countries’ representatives in the UN General Assembly.

The severe drought of 1984–86 brought these actors together and

they agreed to pool their resources since, individually, they could

not face the problem of drought.29 The authority provided a ready-

made forum in which heads of state could meet to mobilize and

coordinate resources needed for drought control projects to achieve

some results. At the time, food security, environmental protection,

water resources and desertification control defined IGADD’s activities.

The authority’s food security strategy for the region was endorsed

and accepted by all member states in Kampala in October 1990.30 The

objective of this project was to develop a data bank that covers the

entire food security spectrum.

However, the role assigned to IGADD as a subregional organization

in peacebuilding enterprises stemmed from the recognition that

neighboring countries have an important role to play in conflict

resolution and peacemaking, and that their cooperation should be

sought whenever possible.31 This became evident in light of the

intensification of domestic and interstate conflict in the region.

Conflict reduction is a precondition for carrying out the authority’s

plan of action with respect to peacebuilding. Utilizing IGADD, the

“Standing Committee on Peace in Sudan” was formed in 1994. The

National Islamic Front’s (NIF) Government in Khartoum welcomed

the initiative. The Committee was chaired by President Daniel Arap

Moi of Kenya and included the presidents of Ethiopia, Eritrea, and

Uganda. The Committee sought reconciliation between John Garang

and the southern secessionists without registering the support of

Khartoum. The NIF denounced the Committee’s measure as a
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hostile act. The Committee further startled the NIF when it presented

its views regarding the terms of the Sudanese conflict known as the

Declaration of Principles (DOP). The document was a dramatic

condemnation of the ideology and policies of the NIF. Khartoum

rejected the DOP on the grounds of the centrality assigned to a

secular and democratic state and to self-determination.

IGADD’s meaningful role in promoting peace in Sudan was prac-

tically over when relations between Sudan and most member states

of the “Standing Committee on Peace in Sudan” soured. Relations

between Asmara and Khartoum deteriorated sharply when Asmara

broke off diplomatic relations with Sudan, accusing the NIF of

arming Islamic groups active in Eritrea.32 In April 1995, Kampala broke

off diplomatic relations with Khartoum after a series of clashes

along their common border.33 Relations between Addis Ababa and

Khartoum declined sharply following the attempted assassination

in Ethiopia of Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak, because it was

believed that Sudan had encouraged the failed assassins.34

Other peace initiatives through IGADD can also be cited. In the

case of Somalia, IGADD has been very active in trying to resolve that

country’s crisis. President Ismael Omar Gulleh of Djibouti has been

at the forefront in putting forward plans that envisage a transi-

tional government of national unity to run Somalia for two years,

similar to what has been done recently in Afghanistan.35 The Djibouti

peace conference, which was backed by IGADD and the UN, is the

latest of thirteen attempts to reunite Somalia under a central gov-

ernment. The failure of twelve previous conferences has been blamed

on the machinations of either Ethiopia or Egypt.36

Beyond the task of helping in the management of active conflicts

in the subregion, IGADD member states have sought to address a

number of peacebuilding issues. The Heads of State and Government

of the IGADD met on 26 November 1999 under the chairmanship of

Djibouti’s president37 and underlined the importance of developing a

regional infrastructure, such as road and railway links among member

countries. However, it appears that the scarcity of funds and the
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reluctance of international financial donors pose a major constraint

in this connection. A group of states calling itself the “Friends of

IGADD,” which was formed as a pressure group to help advance the

peace process in the subregion, is now more poised to resolve conflicts

in the region than the initiative Washington adopted, otherwise

known as ACRI (the African Crisis Response Initiative) which so far

has failed to bring about any peaceful and negotiated solutions to

the conflicts in the Horn of Africa.38

The US, prompted by a desire to reduce costly intervention in

Africa, launched the ACRI to prevent another Somalia-type situa-

tion. The primary objective of ACRI is to enable Africans to manage

their own conflicts without outside help. Even if Washington’s align-

ment with the Horn of Africa countries in the aftermath of the

Cold War is no longer tied to its strategic and ideological competi-

tion with the former Soviet Union, it has a number of incentives to

promote means for resolving conflicts in the region.39 In the first

place, Washington finds it imperative to promote the goals of

peacebuilding in order to offset the influence of powers hostile to

its interests in the region. Second, it seeks to accelerate Africa’s 

integration into the global economy. Finally, it hopes to counter trans-

national threats—terrorism (particularly since 9-11), organized crime,

environmental degradation, drug trade, weapon proliferation, refugee

crises, and the spread of disease (particularly HIV/AIDS)—emanating

from Africa.

To achieve these goals, Washington provides training for African

forces through the International Military Education and Training

Program (IMETP). The IMETP aims at improving the capabilities of

African forces in peacekeeping missions so that the OAU and subre-

gional organizations can take on a more active and constructive

role. The idea of creating an African peacekeeping force is supported

by the OAU’s Division of Conflict Management. The IMETP consti-

tuted the background that prompted the OAU to set up a Continental

Peacekeeping and Intervention Force during the Yaounde Summit

in July 1996. The ACRI also aims at making African forces more 
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professional, more efficient, and more in tune with participatory

political systems.40 The US European Command is entrusted to manage

security programs in Africa, including those of the ARCI. 

In the Horn, acceptance of ACRI by Ethiopia, Eritrea and Uganda

appears to have played a role in stabilizing the region. These coun-

tries were among the target states whose policies tended to converge

with Washington’s strategic interests in isolating the fundamental

Islamic government in Khartoum. They received military aid worth

US$20 million in 1996.41 However, the stabilizing role of the ACRI in

the Horn has been eroded by the outbreak of Ethio-Eritrean

conflicts and Ethiopia’s defiance of the US-initiated peace agreement

in the ongoing war between Ethiopia and Eritrea. The reaction of

other African countries to the ACRI was mixed and mostly luke-

warm. While Senegal backed the proposal, southern African countries

like South Africa and Zimbabwe were noncommittal. So what is the

future of peacebuilding in the Horn?

In focusing on the transformational role of the OAU in imple-

menting the goals of peacebuilding, it is necessary to examine

whether attainment of the objectives would be feasible independent

of adopting the model of layered loyalties. The unsuitability to

peacebuilding of remedial measures suggested by donor countries

and analysts stems from the inherent shortcomings of their frame-

works. Large parts of their prescriptions are based on individualistic

assumptions. The paradigms of classical liberals, contemporary

classical liberals, and laissez-faire conservatism all make individuals

their starting points. Individuals cannot be treated in isolation

from their respective communities. Community provides them with

history, traditions, culture, and a sense of commitment to shared

values—a point Masciulli makes.42

What is evident in the Horn of Africa is that people see themselves

as belonging to one “tribe/clan” or another, and that their loyalty

to the encompassing community of communities (states) has dimin-

ished. In the context of Ethiopia, Eritrea and Sudan, their capacity to

avoid disintegration and institute a state that enjoys the loyalty of
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its citizens is hindered by the consolidation of patrimonial dictator-

ships. Personalist leaders speak in the name of their societies, leaving

little leeway for communities to negotiate in intergroup peace-

making or peacebuilding. This characteristic is reinforced by the

absence of loyal opposition groups that promote peace negotiation

and of political debate with estranged or hostile groups.43

Sudan’s Islamic fundamentalist government’s resort to genocide

to solve the conflict with the animist Christian south and the Eritrean

and Ethiopian governments’ unwillingness to negotiate a mutually

acceptable compromise with the opposition, have hardened the

resolve of groups to choose armed rebellion. The preoccupation of

forces in outflanking one another with the development of networks

of alliances, and the use of blackmail and disinformation obstruct

the development of the psychological conditions for forming peaceful

coalitions at national and regional levels. 

The deeply inbred authoritarian political cultures and the

persistence of the fragmentation of the loyalty of citizens exacerbate

differences and downplay commonalities. The division of Somalia

into clan and sub-clan based units, the separation of Eritrea from

Ethiopia, and the Sudanese government’s policy of Islamization have

intensified the antagonism of groups towards one another. The

inhabitants of Eritrea, Ethiopia and Sudan are divided into a multi-

plicity of ethnic groups that are also separated by religion, regional

and tribal loyalties. The three countries are troubled by regional

imbalance and armed conflicts that search either for secession or

representation at government levels. Whether the further balka-

nization of the states can be curtailed and whether Ethiopia, Eritrea

and Sudan can hold out against the forces of separatism and remain

in their present form is uncertain despite the current state of fragile

unity in these states.

The Somali state is essentially dead. The fragmentation of power

under autonomous warlords in the southern part of the country

and the prominence of bandits and militiamen who profit from an

economy of plunder and other unlawful dealings perpetuate Somalia’s
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statelessness—at least in the short term. The lack of common

curricula and common schools of learning between the Somaliland,

the Puntland, and the southern parts of the country undermine the

emergence of a nationally integrated elite. The flight of the majority

of Somalia’s trained state personnel—administrators, accountants,

lawyers, medical doctors, and other classes of professionals—further

weakens prospects for the restoration of the state.

Another factor that undermines institutionalization of a sense

of regional community premised on cross-cultural communication

and understanding is the Ethio-Egyptian rivalry. Their rivalry is

intimately linked to the “hydropolitics” of the Nile River.44 Egypt

prefers a weakened Ethiopia and provides support to Ethiopia’s enemies

so that Ethiopia becomes bogged down in a costly security problem

on its borders. Ethiopia’s capacity to counter Egypt’s ambition is

undermined by a host of other factors. One is the absence of a

mutually acceptable compromise between major political group-

ings. Another is the rise of ethnic parochialism as a result of

implementation of the policy of “ethnic federalism.”

Promotion of the goals of peacebuilding through the instru-

mentality of the OAU and IGADD is unlikely. In the first place, the

principles of the OAU that have binding effect on member states,

such as the principle of noninterference in domestic affairs and

respect for the colonial boundaries, are violated in this part of Africa.

Proxy warfare has become most blatant and disruptive in Ethiopia,

Eritrea and Sudan. Ethiopia, Egypt, Libya, and Eritrea are pursuing

sub-regional hegemonic aspirations by providing military training and

equipment to competing Somali factions. Second, the OAU’s maxim

of respect for existing boundaries is discarded.

Violation of respect for inherited colonial boundaries came with

the independence of Eritrea and the death of Somalia. OAU members

and the rest of the international community accepted the change

they had opposed because of the agreement between the Eritrean

People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) and the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary
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Democratic Front (EPRDF) that replaced the military government of

Colonel Mengistu Hailemariam in Ethiopia. 

IGADD’s role in peacebuilding is also very precarious. Its efforts

to foster peacebuilding are inherently limited because of the involve-

ment of member countries such as Ethiopia and Eritrea in interstate

conflict and the disintegration of Somalia, and these same factors

deligitimize IGADD’s role in peacekeeping undertakings. What further

undercuts IGADD’s effectiveness is that its roles are not clearly formu-

lated. It can be effective only if neighbors sharing borders are excluded

from certain conflict management exercises. Some analysts, for instance,

oppose the use of troops in either peacekeeping or peacemaking

efforts in countries that share borders and where the perception of

bias towards one or the other of the parties is likely to hinder the

process. The experience of multilateral forces that have intervened

in Somalia demonstrates that military intervention can put an end

to fighting, but that political and diplomatic initiatives as well as

active participation of civil society are crucial to peacebuilding. 

The principal theme of this analysis has been that reforms con-

fined to the levels of the OAU (now the African Union—AU) and

IGADD remain inadequate for the realization of the objectives of

peacebuilding that call for multifaceted adoption of the frame-

work of the community of communities. This model enables one

to implement a host of peacebuilding measures at the levels of the

local, state and regional organization. The modest success story of

peacebuilding in Somaliland (ex-British Somaliland) highlights the

effectiveness of the multilayered approach to peacebuilding in the

Horn of Africa. In the wake of the overthrow of General Siyaad Barre’s

regime in the north, and in the absence of any effective centralized

government, northern Somalis attained peace through the “bottom

up” approach. The government formed by the Somali National

Movement (SNM) withered away because of its failure to achieve

popular support. 

It was left to the local clan elders to weave a web of peace at the

local, district, and national levels. The highest level of Council of
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Elders (known as Guurti) represents the various clans in national

peace conferences and other matters of common interest.45 The goals

of peace, security, and economic development are best served when

members of any one community view themselves as citizens of a

country as well of the Great Horn. It is within this context that I

suggest a number of possible solutions to improving the peacebuilding

process in the Horn of Africa. Topping the list would be the strength-

ening of the institutional capacity of the AU and IGADD and the

initiation of collaborative undertakings between the subregional/

regional institutions and the UN. This will allow for an exchange of

views, strategies and relevant experiences. Such an undertaking

involves a host of other measures. 

First, the role of the AU and IGADD in conflict management calls

for a commitment to the promotion of political and economic reforms

in the region. These institutions need to foster national reconcilia-

tion and unofficial dialogue that would bring together a wide array

of interests—including opposition groups, academics, respected senior

leaders, religious leaders, trade unions, and women’s groups. Indigenous

conflict resolution methods should be explored.

Second, access is needed to a profile of country-based conflicts and

the stakes of the warring factions. An example of this is the initia-

tion of the Social Movement Learning Project based on a collaborative

study among three sets of actors: social movements, universities

and educational research institutions, and the OAU and IGADD as

well as global policy networks. Each set of actors is committed to

doing reflective studies and assessing the implications of their own

activities upon civil society. 

Third, there ought to be the creation of a documentation center

with proficient personnel. 

Fourth, a standing working or mediation team within the IGADD

should be constituted. 

Fifth, there should be closer coordination and cooperation between

the Division of Conflict Management in the AU and IGADD’s media-

tion team.
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Enhancing the authority of states in the Horn of Africa to a level

that will allow them to transcend political and social fragmenta-

tion and to bring about the emergence of a value consensus on the

legitimacy of IGADD and the AU requires three major reforms at

the local and national levels. These are: (1) the promotion of poli-

cies of integration through administrative and other types of reforms;

(2) the change of electoral laws; and (3) the construction of insu-

lated bureaucracies.

Special attention should be given to strengthening judicial and

legal structures and institutions and instruments aimed at protecting

minorities. It is important as well to establish various arrangements

that would maintain the unity of the regional states but grant

substantial rights of autonomy and self-determination to states in

the region. There should be no support for claims of substate self-

determination that would shatter an existing state unless a “people”

was being victimized either by genocidal behavior or through

repeated crimes against humanity. Finally, reactivation of indige-

nous knowledge that resides in people, their oral histories, stories,

sets of beliefs, poems, dances and music, and legends and folk tales

should be a priority of any sustainable peace project in this region

of the world.

If one wants the AU to implement objectives of peacebuilding in

the Horn of Africa, one needs to adopt the model of community of

communities. The implementation of measures that curb conflicts

at the local, state and regional levels is necessary for the promotion

of peace, security and development in the long term. In this broad

sense, the AU and IGADD have the potential to create conditions for

political, economic and social progress as well as to equip the Horn

of Africa countries with the necessary instruments and skills to

manage their social and physical crises. Current approaches in

peacebuilding offer limited theoretical and practical guidance for

determining the contents of policies of such regional and subre-

gional bodies.
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Much of the peacebuilding literature is overly deterministic. We

cannot have uniform policies for all countries in that region. In

the last two decades, the countries there have become a much more

diverse group. Somalia has deteriorated into statelessness. The inhabi-

tants of Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Sudan are divided into a multiplicity

of ethnic groups that are separated by religious as well as regional

and ethnic loyalties. People in those countries speak more than 150

languages. Competitive elections and parliamentary forms of govern-

ment are not institutionalized in Ethiopia, Eritrea and Sudan. Civil

societies in all instances are not strong enough to enforce the

accountability and transparency of officials. Therein lies the benefit

of situating peacebuilding in the context of local conditions, the

state, and the region. This omission has been a costly error.

The OAU has been faced with Ethio-Somalia conflicts and the

Somalia crisis of 1992, but on the whole it has failed to play a deci-

sive role in their management. The pan-Somali ideal undermined the

consensus of territorial integrity. Although one of the main

reasons why the OAU was created arose from the desire of Africans

to exclude international rivalry from the continent, it is clear from

the evidence that the great powers undercut the OAU’s role in

conflict management during the days of the Cold War. The post–Cold

War neoliberal world order has done nothing to enhance the OAU’s

role in conflict management or peacebuilding. The major effect of

the neoliberal world order is a diminution of the state as well as

the strengthening of political and security ties with the great powers,

particularly the US. Taking the UN’s debacle in Somalia as a point

of departure, what we have witnessed so far has been the reluctance

of major powers to contribute positively to peacebuilding in the

region. Washington’s ACRI is really nothing more than a token gesture.

The US appears poised to let events in the Horn run their course.

This is best evidenced by its reluctance to become involved in Ethio-

Eritrean war, particularly after the debacle in Somalia.

Another lesson drawn out of this study is that the failure to attain

the goals of peacebuilding stems from erroneous assumptions of
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international aid donors and moneylenders. The cultural and ethno-

centric arrogance of international financial institutions and their

inherent biases against indigenous knowledge prevent them from

accepting the local people, as well as their culture, on their own

terms. Strategies of peacebuilding require cooperation between inter-

national regimes and in-country peacebuilding measures. If the AU

and IGADD are to serve the regional countries, acceptance of the

people on their own terms and formulation of programs based on

the experiences of the various localities and countries is crucial. As

Chopra and Hohe confirm,46 the weakness of past peacebuilding

undertakings consisted in their failure to heed the historical specificity

of a society and in their treatment of peacebuilding as something

with very little connection to local conditions, the state and the

region. For sustainable peace to come to the Horn of Africa, more

attention must be paid to local wisdom and to strengthening the

regional and subregional institutions of governance.

Author’s Note

Note that in July 2002, the OAU was reformulated and renamed the African Union—

modeled after the European Union.
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A S E A N  (The Association of Southeast Asian

Nations) was created in 1967. In the intervening years, the organiza-

tion has undergone many changes. The question of what ASEAN has

evolved into, however, remains the subject of considerable schol-

arly debate. Is it the embodiment of regional norms and values, a

weak instrument of state power, or something in-between? The object

of this study is to assess ASEAN’s ability to contribute to “peacebuilding”

within Southeast Asia. I conclude that, insofar as “peacebuilding”

requires physical intervention within postconflict societies, ASEAN

is more of an impediment to regional peacebuilding than a help.

Its fundamental norms are at odds with the idea of external interven-

tion in the affairs of regional states. However, insofar as peacebuilding

is concentrated on preventing the outbreak and escalation of conflict,

ASEAN has a meaningful, but limited, role to play in laying the

foundations for a “culture of conflict prevention” in Southeast Asia.

Even so, ASEAN’s role in peacebuilding must not be exaggerated.

ASEAN’s potential as an instrument of peacebuilding in Southeast

Asia has implications for the larger Asia-Pacific region. ASEAN’s

methods and philosophy of interaction have been widely adopted

by the Asian states of the Pacific.1 These practices have been extrap-

olated to other regional institutions, such as the Asia Pacific
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Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum and the ASEAN Regional Forum

(ARF). The ARF is the only Pacific-wide forum that addresses regional

security issues. Canada is a full and active participant in the ARF and

APEC. Understanding the motivations and implications of ASEAN’s

regional approach is, therefore, of basic concern to Canadian efforts

at promoting human security and peacebuilding in the Asia Pacific.

To many observers, ASEAN has helped promote strongly held norms

of international interaction in Southeast Asia.2 Like the African Union

(formerly the OAU), ASEAN is committed to respecting the sovereignty

of its members. An extension of this principle is the norm prohibiting

the use of force to settle regional disputes between states. ASEAN

merits examination as an instrument that could already be making

a significant contribution to peacebuilding within Southeast Asia.

Other observers take a much more skeptical approach to the ques-

tion of ASEAN’s organizational efficacy. From this other perspective,

ASEAN is a relatively weak organization that has never been seri-

ously tested. The force of the regional norms that it claims to embody

is highly suspect. To these more “realist” critics of ASEAN, the organi-

zation has been far more effective in creating the illusion of regional

unity than actually producing this reality.3

This study argues that ASEAN’s more optimistic supporters have

exaggerated and misinterpreted the extent of the organization’s

normative influence upon its member states. On the surface, it appears

that the ASEAN member states have firmly upheld the organization’s

basic norms. However, on closer examination, it is clear that the

reasons for upholding these norms are more complex and instru-

mental than ASEAN’s advocates recognize. While ASEAN is the

foundation of a collective identity shared by its members, the ASEAN

identity is only one of many others, and is held strongly by only an

elite few within the foreign ministries of its member states. Overall,

ASEAN has not created a “culture of conflict prevention” in Southeast

Asia. However, the chapter does not dismiss ASEAN’s potential as

the basis of such a culture. ASEAN’s survival and development in

the post–Cold War era reflects, in part, the reality that states exist
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within an international society that is shaped and governed by

norms and rules. ASEAN is a symbol of these normative structures.

However, this is an international society of states; the norms that

ASEAN currently embodies are, primarily, designed to further and

protect the sovereign capabilities of the ASEAN members. As a result,

they may be at odds with some of the basic requirements of “peace-

building.” 

This study uses the definition of “peacebuilding” offered by Kenneth

Bush as its starting point. According to Bush, “peacebuilding” is an

attempt 

(t)o foster and support sustainable structures and processes

which strengthen the prospects for peaceful coexistence and

decrease the likelihood of outbreak, recurrence, or continuation

of violent conflict.4

We must assess ASEAN as a possible instrument of intervention

in the conflicts—and the aftermath of conflict—in Southeast Asia.

Peacebuilding does not need to focus only on the intricacies of inter-

vention, however. As Keating and Knight suggest,5 it can include

consideration of the avoidance of conflict by creating a “culture of

conflict prevention.” This analysis of ASEAN considers the organiza-

tion from both of these perspectives: what is the likelihood of ASEAN

functioning as an effective interventionary force and what are its

prospects for contributing to the creation of a culture of preven-

tion in Southeast Asia? 

Andy Knight and Annika Bjorkdahl describe a “culture of conflict

prevention” in the following terms:

The notion of “a culture of prevention” is based on the values

of the moral rightness to prevent deadly conflict. Having more

modest goals than the complete elimination of violence, “a

culture of prevention” attempts to reduce the use of war as a

policy tool for solving disputes within and between states
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through constructing norms of prevention.... “[A] culture of preven-

tion” socializes states and non-state actors by prescribing norms

of “appropriate” behavior.... [W]e are not claiming that norms of

prevention are part of a fully developed robust intersubjective

normative structure. These norms are contested norms-in-

process, competing with other set of norms.6

Developing a culture of conflict prevention requires creating the

willingness—i.e., the political will—on the part of the international

community to undertake preventive action to stop areas of tension

from becoming full-blown regional or international conflicts. Assessing

the development of a “culture of prevention” requires answering

the following set of questions about the evolution of international

norms of state conduct:

Are norms of prevention emerging within the existing inter-

national system? Do these norms matter, and under what

circumstances do they matter, and how can we identify their

importance? Is “a culture of prevention” developing within

the international system? How can “a culture of prevention”

contribute to increase political will?7

The theoretical foundation of this concept of “peacebuilding” is

constructivist theory.8 Constructivism is a theoretical approach that

focuses on the role of identity in explaining state actions. Alexander

Wendt defines “constructivism” in the following terms:

Constructivism is a structural theory of the international system

that makes the following core claims: (1) states are the principal

units of analysis for international political theory; (2) the key

structures in the states system are intersubjective, rather than

material; and (3) state identities and interests are in important

part constructed by these social structures, rather than given

exogenously to the system by human nature or domestic politics.9
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The constructivist approach claims that states’ identities and

interests are socially constructed. Understanding state behavior means

understanding the international social context in which it evolves.

States possess social identities, i.e., how they see themselves in 

relation to other states in international society. On the basis of

these identities, states construct their interests. States may have

many different social identities. States define their interests in the

process of defining the social situations in which they participate.10

The Cold War is an example of a social structure that ceased to exist

once its participants redefined their relationships and identities.

International structure consists of social relationships, which give

meaning to material capabilities. 

Wendt defines an “institution” as “a relatively stable set or “struc-

ture” of identities and interests.... Institutions are fundamentally

cognitive entities that do not exist apart from actors’ ideas about

how the world works.”11

Institutions and states are mutually constituting entities. Institutions

embody the constitutive and regulative norms and rules of inter-

national interaction; they shape, constrain and give meaning to

state action and define what it is to be a state. However, institutions

exist because states produce and reproduce them through practice.

The social relationships that define state identity and, therefore,

state interests, develop within the context of institutions. States

usually assign meanings to social situations on the basis of institu-

tionally defined roles. Because states and institutions are constantly

in process, there is always the possibility that one can bring about

change in the other. Constructivism suggests that state identities

and interests—and how states relate to each other—can be altered at

the systemic level through institutionally-mediated interactions.12

Constructivists focus most of their attention on institutions 

that exist at a fundamental level of international society, such as

international law, diplomacy, and sovereignty. Organizations such
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as ASEAN are superficial manifestations of these deeper institu-

tional structures.

Constructivist analysis of international relations focuses on

understanding the social structures governing state relationships.

Constructivists ask: what are the social structures and relationships

presently characterizing a region? How do states perceive their identi-

ties, and those of their neighbors? What interests follow from these

perceptions? It is important to recognize that constructivist theory

does not privilege any particular answer to these questions. Unlike

traditional realist or liberal theories, both of which make assump-

tions about the basic interests of states, constructivism can predict

and explain violent conflict between states as easily as peaceful inter-

action. How states interrelate depends upon the social environment

they have created and reinforced through their interactions. 

How international norms are transformed is not clear. Wendt

suggests that processes of interaction could contribute to changes

in normative standards and, as a result, actor identity. For current

purposes, we do not need to explore these processes. Assessing ASEAN’s

contribution to creating a culture of conflict prevention requires

examining the norms that underpin the regime and the extent to

which they affect the actions of the ASEAN member states. 

ASEAN is underpinned by a number of fundamental norms and

practices. The practices have evolved over the course of the organi-

zation’s history; ASEAN’s basic norms have been present from the

organization’s inception, though they were only fully articulated

in 1976. Most of ASEAN’s social structures contribute to the organi-

zation’s potential as an instrument of peacebuilding. Importantly,

however, some of ASEAN’s basic norms conflict with the require-

ments of peacebuilding. 

The Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia, ASEAN’s

blueprint for intraregional interaction, specifies the following funda-

mental norms as guiding ASEAN’s members:13
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(1) Respect for the sovereignty and territorial integrity of all 

nations;

(2) Noninterference in the internal affairs of member states;

(3) Settlement of disputes by peaceful means;

(4) Renunciation of the threat or use of force.14

ASEAN represents a nonaggression pact between its members,

and the norms of the organization underline this fact. It is focused

on preserving the sovereignty of its members from encroachment

by each other as well as by outsiders. 

The “ASEAN way” is the method of intra-ASEAN interaction that

has enabled the organization to maintain itself. Supposedly based

upon the Malay cultural practices of musjawarah and mufukat, the

ASEAN way requires that the organization make decisions on the

basis of consensus. If the members cannot agree upon a common

stand on a particular issue, they agree to disagree, and adopt posi-

tions that reflect their particular national interests. ASEAN itself

then takes no position on that issue. As a result, ASEAN’s decision-

making process moves no faster and goes no further than the

slowest member. ASEAN deliberately avoids discussing or attempting

to resolve conflicts between its members. As part of its structure,

ASEAN has a formal disputes-resolution mechanism. This mecha-

nism has never been utilized. The ASEAN states have learned, instead,

to cooperate around contentious issues. Conflicts are not allowed

to block the development of cooperation in other, noncontentious

areas. Over time, the issues of conflict will either fade into obscu-

rity or be tempered by the cooperative linkages fostered in other

areas. The ASEAN way, therefore, has more to do with creating a

particular kind of social environment than resolving, or even ad-

dressing, conflict.15

When ASEAN was created in 1967, its founding members were

Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore and Thailand. The

states of the region had just gone through a three-year period of

“Konfrontasi” (Confrontation), wherein Indonesia had politically
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(and, on occasion, militarily) challenged the legitimacy of the Malaysian

state and, by extension, Singapore. The Philippines, locked in a

territorial dispute with Malaysia, also questioned its legitimacy.

Konfrontasi ended with a change of government in Indonesia, but it

left lingering tensions and uncertainties within the region.16

ASEAN was created with three interrelated objectives. These were

to alleviate intra-ASEAN tensions, to reduce the regional influence

of external actors, and to promote the socio-economic development

of its member states as a further hedge against communist insur-

gency. During its first eight years, ASEAN implemented very few

concrete organizational initiatives, though this period may have

been necessary to build the interpersonal contacts that would later

prove essential for institutional growth. However, in 1975 the re-

unification of Vietnam under communist rule galvanized ASEAN’s

members into trying to strengthen the organization. The Bali

Conference of 1976 was the first meeting of the ASEAN heads of

government. At that meeting, the ASEAN states signed the Treaty of

Amity and Cooperation (TAC). The TAC was open to accession by non-

ASEAN states.

Initially, the relations between the new Socialist Republic of Vietnam

(SRV) and individual ASEAN states were not particularly good, though

they warmed with time. However, on 25 December 1978, Vietnam

launched an invasion of Cambodia. This action deposed the brutal

Khmer Rouge and ended a series of border battles between Vietnam

and Cambodia. However, the action also violated the principles of

ASEAN, primarily its prohibitions against the use of force and its call

to respect state sovereignty and territorial integrity. The Vietnamese

invasion also allowed the Soviet Union, which had recently become

Vietnam’s primary benefactor, unprecedented access to Southeast Asia.

The ASEAN states became the political vanguard of a coalition (prin-

cipally backed by China and the United States) opposed to Vietnam’s

occupation of Cambodia. From 1978–1990, this single issue was the

primary focus of ASEAN’s activities. ASEAN organized the interna-

tional community against Vietnam and attempted to broker a diplomatic
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resolution to the conflict. Intra-ASEAN cooperation and coordination

improved dramatically.17 The Vietnam experience demonstrated to

ASEAN that, as an organization, it could exercise considerable inter-

national political influence. However, ASEAN’s ability to affect events

in Indochina was heavily circumscribed by what China and the US

would allow. Moreover, different perceptions of threat and national

interests within ASEAN divided the organization over how to approach

Vietnam. In the end, dealing with the Cambodian invasion defined

ASEAN, but highlighted its real limitations.18

The international dimension of the Cambodian situation ended

in 1991 with the Paris Peace Agreement. At that time, ASEAN was faced

with a crisis of purpose. It appeared that ASEAN would need to find

a new focus for its energies or risk dissolution. ASEAN soon rallied,

however. Since 1991, ASEAN has increased its organizational scope

considerably and has added four new members.19 The entire self-

defined region of Southeast Asia now falls under the ASEAN umbrella.

Nonetheless, its decision to rapidly expand its membership threatens

to undermine whatever normative and political unity may have

existed between the established ASEAN states. ASEAN’s inability to

play a meaningful role during the recent Asian Economic Crisis has

encouraged further doubts about the organization’s continued

viability.20 These doubts were exacerbated by ASEAN’s reluctance to

deal with Indonesia’s conduct in East Timor. 

Given its normative structure, methods of interaction and history,

can ASEAN intervene to build peace within member states recov-

ering from conflict? Recent developments in Southeast Asia have

made some political actors argue that regional political and economic

interdependence require ASEAN to address the domestic affairs of

member states when those affairs have regional effects. Attempts to

reform ASEAN’s principle and practice of nonintervention, however,

have been unsuccessful. An examination of ASEAN’s handling of

the struggle over East Timor, and the debate over “flexible engage-

ment” shall demonstrate why reform has, so far, failed. 
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The events surrounding the independence of East Timor represent

the best test of ASEAN’s potential to be an interventionary peace-

building body. East Timor encapsulates many of the political factors

that have made the preservation of state sovereignty fundamental

to ASEAN’s normative structure. East Timor was incorporated by

Indonesia in 1975 and, since that time, has been the victim of a

brutal military campaign and massive human rights violations.

Almost one-third of East Timor’s population died under Indonesian

occupation before the territory gained its independence in 1999.21

During this period, the ASEAN countries generally supported

Indonesia’s claims to East Timor, treating the issue—in accordance

with ASEAN norms—as an internal Indonesian matter.22 ASEAN’s silence

also reflected its members’ unwillingness to antagonize Indonesia. 

In 1997, the East Asian Economic Crisis led to the overthrow of

Indonesian President Suharto. His was replacement was President

Habibie, who announced that Indonesia was willing to allow East

Timorese to vote on whether they wished to remain in Indonesia or

establish an independent state. A UN-supervised referendum on

this issue was held on 30 August 1999. Despite massive intimidation

from Indonesian-backed militias and the military, East Timorese

voted overwhelmingly in favor of independence.23 This result sparked

an orgy of killing by the militias, who also forced refugees into West

Timor. The situation attracted international condemnation and even-

tually led the Indonesian government to accept the intervention of

a UN peacekeeping force. 

The events of 1999 created a dilemma for ASEAN.24 The organization

was faced with the need to address an important regional security

issue and to demonstrate its ability to manage regional affairs. However,

its basic norms and general inclinations argued against any ASEAN

involvement in East Timor. A number of factors, normative, prac-

tical and political, explain this reluctance to become involved.

ASEAN was afraid independence for East Timor could cause the

disintegration of Indonesia by encouraging other dissatisfied groups

to push for independence. A weakened Indonesia would hobble
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ASEAN. Upheaval in Indonesia could cause refugee outflows to neigh-

boring states and spark regional instability. Moreover, a successful

insurgency in East Timor might encourage separatist movements

in other ASEAN states. 

Beyond these immediate concerns, ASEAN countries also suspected

that Western states were using human rights issues as a pretext for

unilateral armed intervention in the affairs of developing coun-

tries. The NATO action against Yugoslavia had set the precedent

that some regimes could be held responsible for gross human

rights violations. ASEAN was bothered by the question of who

would determine when the use of force against a sovereign state

was justified. Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir was most vocal in

expressing these concerns, and in castigating the West for its

“hypocritical” application of its principles, but his views were widely

accepted in the region (and in much of the developing world):

Southeast Asians generally believe that humanitarian interven-

tion could subvert the region’s dominant non-intervention

norm, weakening political and social cohesion and allowing

the West to call into question the legitimacy of governments

and regimes not of their liking.25

In addition, ASEAN states were unhappy that UN intervention

was authorized under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, which allowed

the International Force for East Timor (INTERFET) and, later, the UN

Transitional Authority in East Timor (UNTAET) to use force to fulfill

their mandates. ASEAN regarded this as an insult to Indonesia,

which had not yet formally ceded its claim to sovereignty over East

Timor when INTERFET was deployed.

The ASEAN states were also concerned with the practical difficulties

of undertaking a peacekeeping mission in East Timor. With the

exception of Malaysia, the ASEAN countries had little experience in

UN peacekeeping. Singapore and Thailand worried about a domestic

political backlash if their troops were killed. The ASEAN states were
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apprehensive about the consequences for ASEAN if their troops

exchanged fire with Indonesian-backed militias or Indonesian troops.

Finally, they worried about the expense of participating in an armed

intervention when the effects of the economic crisis were still

being felt. Some Southeast Asian states made their participation in

INTERFET conditional on financial support from Australia and Japan.26

The Indonesian government encouraged substantial ASEAN partic-

ipation in INTERFET because it wanted to minimize Australian influence.

This formal request from Indonesia removed some of the political

barriers to ASEAN’s involvement in the peacekeeping force. In the

end, ASEAN did make a substantial contribution to the INTERFET

force. Of the 9,900 troops deployed, around 2,500 were from ASEAN,

and the deputy commander was from Thailand. Malaysia pushed

hard to have a Malaysian appointed as UNTAET force commander,

but the East Timorese regarded Malaysia as too sympathetic to

Indonesia and made their opposition to such a move very clear.27

The consequences to ASEAN of the East Timor situation are

uncertain. In the short term, ASEAN’s perceived inability to act on

East Timor confirmed the view of many Western states that “ASEAN

is chronically incapable of taking meaningful action even when 

its own interests are directly engaged.”28 East Timor was widely per-

ceived as ASEAN’s opportunity to demonstrate that it could manage

regional security problems without external actors playing security

roles in the region. Yet, ASEAN was divided over East Timor. Burma,

unsurprisingly, opposed any external intervention in East Timor,

and Vietnam was unenthusiastic about the UN’s regional role.

Debate within ASEAN centered on the interpretation of “noninter-

ference” in the East Timor context. Thailand and the Philippines,

the ASEAN states most willing to modify the principle of noninter-

vention, also made the largest contributions to the UN operations

in East Timor. Thailand contributed 1,580 personnel, including 1,230

troops. The Philippines committed 600 personnel, though no ground

troops. However, the Philippines also voted against a UN Human

Rights Commission resolution to launch an international inquiry
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into the East Timor situation (the resolution still passed), justifying

its vote by claiming to follow the ASEAN policy of noninterference.29

In Thailand, the Deputy Foreign Minister, Sukhumband Paribatra,

defended Thailand’s active role, arguing that “(i)t is not necessary to

be under the ASEAN banner to help restore peace in East Timor. We

are a good UN member and a good neighbor of Indonesia.”  However,

many Thais criticized the government for acting too quickly, and

expressed the fear that Thailand would bear the brunt of worsened

relations with Indonesia if the situation in East Timor deteriorated. 

ASEAN’s reaction to East Timor underlines the inability of the

organization to play any interventionary role in peacebuilding. For

ASEAN to initiate an armed intervention into the affairs of a

member state contradicts the fundamental norms and established

practices of the institution. None of the ASEAN states are inclined

towards active intervention, especially not under ASEAN auspices.

Allowing intervention into one ASEAN state invites intervention

into all. ASEAN may become involved in an internal conflict if it is

invited to by a member state, but this entails obvious risks, particularly

if a conflict could not be resolved quickly. Moreover, ASEAN’s ability

to broker peace between a member state’s government and insurgent

factions is compromised by ASEAN’s inherent tendency to favor the

state position. In short, it is almost inconceivable that ASEAN would

forcefully intervene to build peace within a member state. 

ASEAN’s ability to launch a diplomatic intervention is also ques-

tionable. Even before the East Timor crisis erupted, the East Asian

Economic Crisis and the problem of Indonesian forest fires had led

various ASEAN leaders and academics to challenge ASEAN’s practice

of nonintervention. In the weeks preceding the July 1998 ASEAN

Ministerial Meeting (AMM), Thailand’s Foreign Minister, Dr. Surin

Pitsuwan, advanced the concept of “flexible engagement.”31 “Flexible

engagement involves publicly commenting on and collectively dis-

cussing fellow members’ domestic policies when these have either

regional implications or adversely affect the disposition of other

ASEAN members.”32 When Surin Pitsuwan raised the concept at the
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July 1998 AMM, however, all of the other ASEAN governments, with

the exception of the Philippines, strongly opposed the idea. Arguments

against the concept focused on its lack of clarity, and uncertainty

over which domestic issues would remain off limits to public criti-

cism. ASEAN states feared that making intra-ASEAN criticism acceptable

would promote mistrust and resentment and renew the tensions

that had divided the region before ASEAN was formed. Criticism

could foster internal instability, and provide outsiders with the means

to divide ASEAN. To most of ASEAN’s members, flexible engage-

ment—and any true relaxation of the nonintervention principle—

would more likely lead to ASEAN’s disintegration than its renewal.

To placate Thailand, the ASEAN foreign ministers decided to allow

“enhanced interaction.” This permitted individual ASEAN states to

comment on their neighbor’s domestic activities if those activities

affected regional concerns. However, ASEAN, the organization, would

not intervene in members’ domestic affairs.33

Enhanced interaction was tested almost immediately. In September

1998, the arrest and imprisonment of former Deputy Prime Minister

Anwar Ibrahim in Malaysia evoked powerful reactions across the

region. Presidents Estrada of the Philippines and B.J. Habibie of

Indonesia, both personal friends of Anwar, criticized Malaysia’s actions.

The Malaysian government indicated that it would tolerate quiet,

private expressions of concern from its ASEAN allies over Anwar’s

plight, but not public condemnation. Malaysia struck back. It ques-

tioned the legitimacy of the Habibie government. It raised the

possibility of blocking Filipino and Indonesian workers from employ-

ment in Malaysia. It cancelled security exercises with the Philippines’

military, and even suggested it might support Muslim insurgency

in the Philippines. The fears of the statesmen opposed to relaxing

the nonintervention principle were realized. 

In November 1998, US Vice-President Al Gore delivered a speech

to the pre-APEC Business Summit in Kuala Lumpur, condemning

Malaysia’s actions against Anwar. Gore’s speech ultimately reinforced

the “ASEAN way.” ASEAN states perceived Gore’s speech as displaying
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a lack of respect for the region and as an attempt by the US to

intimidate Southeast Asia into following political and economic

systems acceptable to the United States. The American intervention

forced the ASEAN states to rally around the “ASEAN way” and helped

set back the tentative efforts at reform. It appeared to the ASEAN

states that enhanced interaction actually reduced ASEAN’s interna-

tional political relevance by revealing internal tensions which then

undermined the unity that is essential to ASEAN’s international

standing. Under these circumstances, the future of “enhanced inter-

action” remains unclear.34

If ASEAN’s norms and practices argue against its playing an

interventionary role in its members’ affairs, a far stronger case can

be made that ASEAN can foster a “culture of prevention” in Southeast

Asia, thereby avoiding interstate conflict altogether. ASEAN has

articulated norms of peaceful interaction within Southeast Asia that

have significantly affected the conduct of regional relations. What

is more difficult to gauge are the reasons why these norms have

been influential.

Some theorists make a constructivist argument that the ASEAN

states have gradually adopted a “Southeast Asian/ASEAN identity”

which defines their regional relations. ASEAN’s norms underpin that

identity and have been internalized by the regional states.35 This

transformation in identity is required to create a culture of conflict

prevention. An alternative reading of the ASEAN states’ conduct,

however, is that they follow ASEAN norms largely out of self-interest;

indeed, ASEAN’s norms are not meant to impede the exercise of

self-interest.36

The potential for the ASEAN identity to shape its members’ behavior

does exist. However, the preponderance of evidence favors the latter

interpretation: ASEAN’s states adhere to its norms for a combina-

tion of reasons, the most important being long-term self-interest.

The ASEAN states recognize their mutual interest in cooperating;

but this does not mean that they are defined by a strong regional

identity. Busse makes a strong constructivist argument that ASEAN
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constitutes such an identity. He focuses on ASEAN’s handling of

Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia and its ongoing attempts to deal

with an increasingly-assertive China as examples of ASEAN’s strong

commitment to the organization’s norms. These analyses, however,

fail to account for the many other factors motivating ASEAN’s actions

in both of these situations. 

ASEAN opposed Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia mostly through

diplomatic initiatives. It rallied opposition to Vietnam in the

United Nations and created the Coalition Government of Democratic

Kampuchea (CGDK) as an alternative to the Vietnamese-appointed

regime in Cambodia. In the late 1980s, ASEAN sponsored the Jakarta

Informal Meetings (JIMs) that helped forge the diplomatic basis for

the eventual settlement of the Cambodian conflict. Ultimately, how-

ever, the conflict was ended by the decline of the Cold War and

through the intervention of the great powers.37

Busse argues that ASEAN’s norms were fundamental in causing

it to follow its course of action against Vietnam. ASEAN could have

followed three different options: (1) ignoring the invasion alto-

gether, since Vietnam was not a direct military threat to any of the

ASEAN states; (2) forging a military alliance against Vietnam; (3)

launching a diplomatic and political campaign against Vietnam. ASEAN

pursued the third option. Vietnam’s challenge to ASEAN’s basic norms

meant that the invasion could not be ignored. ASEAN rejected the

second option, forging a military alliance, because it saw such a

confrontational strategy as counterproductive, too provocative, and

in conflict with a “deep-seated cultural dislike for confrontational

social behaviour.”38 ASEAN followed the third option because it was

most in line with ASEAN’s norms: “Opposing Vietnam on the grounds

of principle underlined the validity of ASEAN’s model but at the same

time avoided the confrontational atmosphere surrounding alliance

formation.”39

Defending ASEAN’s regional normative vision was an important

factor behind ASEAN’s decision to oppose Vietnam. However, this

analysis underestimates the complexity of the other forces at work
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and the pragmatic calculations supporting the ASEAN states’ actions.

ASEAN’s opposition to Vietnam’s invasion was, in fact, not limited

to nonconfrontational initiatives. By organizing the CGDK, ASEAN

directly supported armed opposition to the Vietnamese-backed

Cambodian regime.40 ASEAN’s decision to not form a military alliance

against Vietnam did not only reflect a normative dislike of such an

option. Other important factors included the calculation that

Vietnam was not a real military threat to most of the ASEAN states,

the fact that the ASEAN states lacked the military power to balance

against Vietnam anyway, and the reality—highly relevant in the

context of this discussion—that intra-ASEAN tensions precluded the

trust necessary to form a military pact. Another fundamental

consideration is the role of China. Without China’s military might

arrayed against Vietnam, Thailand would not have pushed the other

ASEAN states towards opposing Vietnam. Instead, it would have

accepted the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia as a fait accompli,

however unpleasant, and learned to live with it.41 These considera-

tions undermine the credibility of the argument that ASEAN’s response

to the Vietnam action in Cambodia primarily reflected normative

commitments. 

Throughout the conflict, the ASEAN states were at odds over

perceptions of threats to regional security. Indonesia and Malaysia

were far more concerned with China as a regional threat than with

Vietnam; Thailand and Singapore saw Vietnam as the immediate

threat. It is to ASEAN’s credit that the organization maintained a

common front for as long as it did, but significant actions indicating

cracks in ASEAN solidarity did occur on occasion. ASEAN took meas-

ures to relieve these fissures. Thus, Indonesia became ASEAN’s

“interlocutor” to Vietnam. However, it is unlikely that ASEAN could

have maintained its solidarity on Cambodia indefinitely. 

Thailand was little influenced by considerations of ASEAN soli-

darity when formulating its own policies. This point is illustrated

by Thailand’s about-face in 1988 concerning its policy towards

Vietnam. In Thailand, emerging business interests and new intellec-
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tual elites wanted unfettered access to Indochina. The newly-elected

Prime Minister, Chatichai Choonhaven, represented these constituen-

cies. Without consulting ASEAN, Chatichai declared his intention of

converting Indochina from a battlefield to a marketplace by

strengthening economic ties with Vietnam. This policy directly under-

mined the actions and initiatives of ASEAN to that point in time.42

Indonesia was pursuing its own agenda in relation to Vietnam

while trying to maintain ASEAN unity by endorsing punitive actions

against Vietnam. Thailand’s actions collapsed the ASEAN united

front and undermined Indonesia’s efforts and status in the region.

Thailand’s policies were dictated by economic interests as well as

traditional security concerns, and altered as its perceptions of these

issues changed. ASEAN’s solidarity and coherence were not significant

concerns. 

Thailand’s abrupt policy change occurred after almost a decade

of being at the forefront of ASEAN, shaping the institution’s poli-

cies, and participating in community-building exercises. The fact that

it could act on such a fundamental issue without considering the

consequences of its actions for ASEAN is an important indication that

ASEAN’s ability to function as a unit is limited by individual state

interests and the perspectives of the government in power. For reasons

particular to its political and historical circumstances, Indonesia

maintained a high degree of ASEAN solidarity. Thailand did not.

ASEAN’s handling of the Vietnam/Cambodia affair reflected a wide

range of considerations. Upholding ASEAN norms was only one

part of a complex picture.

ASEAN’s failure to establish a military balance against China reflects

a host of considerations. The primary reasons for ASEAN’s uncer-

tain and contradictory relationship with China are mostly strategic.

The refusal to balance against China reflects a hard-headed interpre-

tation of the real limits of ASEAN’s abilities and its lack of faith in

the American commitment to Asian security. To some extent, the

military modernization that swept Southeast Asia before the eco-

nomic crisis was a response to a possible Chinese threat.43 However,
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trying to match China’s military power was not something that the

ASEAN states ever intended to do. At best, they hoped to construct

militaries capable of dissuading China from engaging in aggressive

activities in the region. 

The failure of the ASEAN states to seek external balancers is largely

due to the fact that there are no reliable external balancers to be

found. In the region, Japan is the only country with the military and

technological potential to hold China in check. However, the coun-

tries of Asia find the prospect of a remilitarized Japan to be even

more disturbing than a regionally belligerent China.44 The preferred

balancing power in the region is the United States. ASEAN states perceive

the United States as an external actor with no significant historical

baggage in the region. However, they do not regard the United States

as a reliable ally. Asian states are unconvinced that the US would

risk military conflict with China to support its regional allies.45 This

perception is likely to become stronger as China increases its mili-

tary and technical abilities. 

Thus, ASEAN’s response to China is less a reflection of a particular

ASEAN approach to international relations than a frank calculation

of ASEAN’s abilities to keep China in check. The ASEAN states cannot

physically restrain China, nor can they rely on others to restrain

China for them. Their only option is to engage China on the diplo-

matic and political fronts. ASEAN hopes to “socialize” China into the

Asia Pacific regional community by impressing upon China the need

for it to conform to standards of conduct that are acceptable to the

other states of the Asia Pacific.46 These acceptable standards reflect

ASEAN’s norms. 

In the post–Cold War period, ASEAN countries have often pursued

their individual regional interests without consulting ASEAN. Examples

include individual ASEAN states arriving at separate arrangements

with the US and Australia regarding regional security issues, incon-

sistent approaches to China over the Spratly Islands, and tensions

between the original ASEAN states over how to incorporate the newest

members.47 These cases of inconsistency and disunity should not be
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exaggerated, but they do indicate that tension between ASEAN and

individual state interests remain a common part of regional relations.

ASEAN cannot contribute to peacebuilding as an interventionary

force. ASEAN’s most basic norms require respect for its members’

sovereignty and the practice of noninterference in members’ domestic

affairs. New pressures in the regional environment have encour-

aged some ASEAN states to challenge the conventional interpretation

of nonintervention, but the great majority of ASEAN’s members are

vehemently opposed to any substantial redefinition of these estab-

lished practices. The reasons for this are clear: most ASEAN members

are weak states that are in the process of state-building. They joined

the organization to enhance their sovereignty and, in the case of

the newer members, enjoy greater international standing. As the

experience with “enhanced interaction” demonstrated, opening them-

selves to criticism from their fellow members evokes tensions that

the organization cannot resolve and creates disunity that undermines

ASEAN’s influence.

This being said, ASEAN can, conceivably, help smooth relations

between East Timor and Indonesia. East Timor is deeply suspicious

of ASEAN because of the organization’s support for Indonesia’s occu-

pation. However, the Timorese recognize that their membership in

ASEAN symbolizes a regional recognition of their state’s legitimacy

and accords them a level of protection. Playing an intermediary role

between Indonesia and East Timor may help ASEAN gain experience

in managing future conflicts within and between member states.

However, any such intervention could only occur with the permis-

sion of the affected state(s). ASEAN will always need to be aware of

the sensitivities of the governments of its member states—a require-

ment that compromises its ability to be an honest broker between

governmental and nongovernmental factions in internal disputes. 

In contrast, ASEAN contributes significantly to the creation of a

culture of conflict prevention in Southeast Asia. However, this influence

is not simply attributable to the construction of a regional identity

that eschews violent confrontation. ASEAN has helped to create a
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regional identity, but this remains rather weak. The logic of self-

interest is the major reason that the ASEAN states adhere to the

organization’s norms. The ASEAN states reject violence in their

dealings with each other largely because it is not in their interests

to engage in violent conflict. The corollary to this is that if an issue

ever arose between ASEAN states that one or more saw as important

enough to resolve through violence, then military force would become

a viable option. However, it is difficult to imagine any circumstances

under which this would happen. The importance of regional stability

to the political and economic security of the ASEAN countries cannot

be overestimated. Still, the ASEAN states have not rejected violence

as a matter of cultural development, but as a matter of pragmatic

political and economic calculation.

This argument does not reject the importance of norms and

social structures in shaping the actions of the ASEAN states. Indeed,

traditional realist interpretations of state action have little applica-

tion in the case of ASEAN.48 ASEAN’s ability to promote norms that

may influence the conduct of state action in Southeast Asia is prob-

ably the single greatest reason for its members’ commitment to the

organization. The ASEAN states are, indeed, part of a regional society.

However, it is a pluralist international society, one that is based

around the norm of sovereignty, which supports the practice of

nonintervention.49 This norm promotes the right of states to act as

they deem necessary in their domestic affairs, even as it supports

the norm prohibiting the violent resolution of disputes between

states. The evidence that ASEAN countries still pursue narrow self-

interests—sometimes to the detriment of ASEAN itself—is consistent

with this analysis. ASEAN has not crumbled under this pressure

because its structures are designed to demand little of its members.

In addition, its members have recognized the diplomatic and eco-

nomic advantages of speaking with one voice on the international

stage, though these advantages have been compromised by ASEAN’s

recent indecision and ineffectiveness.
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Eventually, ASEAN’s collective identity may be enough to define

its members’ actions. At that point, the ASEAN states would identify

strongly with each other, and their self-identity would be strongly

tied to ASEAN. For now, however, the depth of the ASEAN identity—

and, by extension, the norms that promote and reinforce (and are

reinforced by) that identity—is mitigated by other factors. There are

really only a few hundred foreign ministry officials and academics

across the ASEAN states who genuinely feel part of an “ASEAN identity.”

For most other government officials—including those involved in

economics and defense—the ASEAN identity is superficial, if it is felt

at all.50 At the least, it is overshadowed by much more important

and parochial identities. These other identities have a critical effect

on state policy, depending on the issues and circumstances. It is

necessary to account for the numerous identities of each state, and

their relative strengths and compatibilities, before it is possible to

understand state actions. 

One of the criteria for creating an active culture of conflict preven-

tion is that regional organizations directly address and attempt to

resolve, or at least defuse, issues of contention. ASEAN explicitly avoids

doing this. However, it is advisable to modify the understanding of

what is necessary to create a culture of conflict prevention: the ASEAN

approach to conflict may be subtle, nonconfrontational and indi-

rect, but it may also be very effective, to a point. The ASEAN countries

have avoided violent conflict between themselves for over thirty

years. Nonetheless, this assessment must be tempered with the recog-

nition that the reality of external threat was fundamentally important

to causing the ASEAN states to put aside their own conflicts and work

together.51 This implies that ASEAN’s internal methods and effective-

ness may be highly vulnerable to changes in the external environment.

Constructivist analysts of ASEAN emphasize the nonconfronta-

tional dynamics of the “ASEAN way” as an important cultural artifact

that supports a particular kind of international relations within

Southeast Asia. The argument that Asians are nonconfrontational

in their cultures and that this translates into meaningful differ-
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ences in the conduct of regional politics is debatable. It is true that

the manner in which political interaction is conducted can make a

significant difference to outcomes, so an “Asian approach” to poli-

tics may affect regional relations. It may also be true that Asian

cultures, in general, are nonconfrontational, particularly in the

conduct of personal relations. However, the mode of conduct does

not change the interests that are at stake in interstate relations.

The ASEAN states have consistently demonstrated that they define

their interests fairly narrowly and on the basis of domestic political

considerations. The ASEAN way encourages this narrow definition of

interests by ensuring states do not need to make difficult choices

between regional and more parochial interests. The idea that “Asian

culture” is nonconfrontational is also contentious. During the Cold

War, Asia was the most violent continent on Earth. Many Asian coun-

tries are not averse to using violence to maintain political order

and control. Indeed, the military and ideological threat from commu-

nist insurgencies was a major motivating force behind ASEAN. 

Sovereignty remains the primary guiding principle of ASEAN,

and is the norm from which its other basic norms derive. The collec-

tive identity embodied by the organization is a factor, but only a

secondary consideration, in understanding the behaviour of its

member states. This does not mean that ASEAN cannot and has not

already made a significant contribution towards peacebuilding in

Southeast Asia. However, ASEAN’s members still do not accept that

the organization has a legitimate role to play in addressing their

domestic affairs. This tension will only be resolved if ASEAN’s members

agree to redefine the practice of sovereignty and accept that their

long-term sovereign goals may actually be enhanced by strength-

ening ASEAN. Until this happens, ASEAN can continue to promote

the norms of non-violence and the peaceful settlement of disputes

between states in Southeast Asia. 

ASEAN’s norms of peaceful interaction do influence the ASEAN

member states, but they do not define the social context within

which these states operate. Instead, these norms have operated through
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a complex interaction of gradual social change and states’ recogni-

tion of their self-interest. If these factors change, then the norms of

ASEAN, and ASEAN itself, face the prospect of being seriously under-

mined. ASEAN contributes to the creation of a culture of conflict

prevention in Southeast Asia. It is a good starting point. However, it

still does not constitute a strong collective identity. The ASEAN states

have largely supported ASEAN for the political advantages that it

affords them. If the ASEAN states come to believe that ASEAN is no

longer a political advantage, they will probably abandon the organ-

ization. Until the ASEAN states accept ASEAN’s norms as correct in

themselves, the culture of conflict prevention in Southeast Asia will

be contingent on how well its values correspond to the narrower

political and economic self-interests of the regional states. 

For Canada, this analysis has important implications. Canada has

invested considerable resources in the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF)

and in building a diplomatic profile in Southeast Asia. Nothing in

this analysis should dissuade Canada from continuing these efforts.

ASEAN represents its members’ commitment to rule-based, peaceful

interaction in Southeast Asia. As such, it complements Canada’s

commitment to state action based on international law and institu-

tions. However, Canada’s expectations of what ASEAN and its associated

organizations can achieve must be realistic. ASEAN cannot intervene

in its members’ affairs; trying to do so would precipitate its self-

destruction. ASEAN’s contribution to peacebuilding cannot extend

far beyond what it already is, at least for the foreseeable future. 
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T H E  F R O N T L I N E  for international inter-

ventions that exercise any degree of political authority in transition

has proved to be at the level of local administration. Here, the Western-

style paradigm of state-building, which is preoccupied with forming

a national executive, legislature and judiciary, confronts resilient

traditional structures, socially legitimate powerholders, abusive war-

lords out to win, or community coping-mechanisms relied on under

conflict conditions. The options for establishing or reconstructing

governing institutions seem stark: either reinforce the status quo

and build on it, further empowering the already strong; or replace

altogether what exists with a new administrative order. But there

may be a middle road.

In the past, in Somalia and Cambodia, or later in Kosovo and

East Timor, interveners invariably followed the line of least resist-

ance, rendering themselves irrelevant in terms of the impact they

had where the overwhelming majority of the population lives. The

result was a social and political reality that developed by itself,

regardless of the size of the international presence or the scope of

its mandate. By contrast, the dimensions of the social engineering

project to invent and introduce an entirely new governance system

are vast. Planners have never assessed the number of elements and
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the breadth of such an assignment, nor have implementers ever

adequately prepared for the task, let alone effectively accomplished

it. Appreciating the scale of the venture might have led to the con-

clusion that it was impossible, certainly in the relatively short

timeframe of most interventions.

Instead, what may be feasible is a longer-term transition, in

which space is provided for local voices to be expressed and com-

munities to get directly involved in the evolution of their own

cultural or political institutions, as part of a gradual integration

into the national state apparatus. This means giving time for an

indigenous paradigm to coexist with and gradually transform

during the establishment of modern institutions. Integral to 

the process is the design of mechanisms for genuine popular partici-

pation in administrative bodies at the local level, which can also

guarantee representation upwards throughout the government-

building enterprise from the very beginning to ensure its social

viability.

The exercise of political authority by the international community

in postwar states has taken four distinct forms: (1) assistance to an

interim government (Afghanistan); (2) partnership with the existing

occupier (Namibia); (3) control of divided factions (Cambodia); and

(4) governorship of territory and population (East Timor). Two particular

factors led interveners to temporarily assume these increasing degrees

of political power: First, in the midst of complex emergencies, a wide

range of intergovernmental agencies and nongovernmental organi-

zations independently addressed security, humanitarian, develop-

mental, human rights, judicial, policing, and economic concerns.

To achieve unity of effort for greater effectiveness, civilian unity of

command was institutionalized in multifunctional operations with

multiple components or pillars. The aim was to improve harmo-

nization across the various sectors, both horizontally and vertically

within missions. Second, it became clear (as Kenneth Bush has so

eloquently stated)1 that military forces alone, or massive humani-

tarian assistance could only stem some of the worst symptoms of
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violence, but could not resolve the sources of conflict.2 Doing so

required direct involvement in the local political process, and as

the national government was fragile, fragmenting or had alto-

gether collapsed, international interventions began to assume

increasing degrees of political authority over the territory and

population. Transitional administrations finally exercised total

executive, legislative and judicial powers as interim governments.

Excluded from the equation, extraordinarily, were the people 

of the country.3 The subculture of UN missions, their leadership

and much of their staff, was rooted in a diplomatic habit, relating

institution-to-institution or at most talking to a minority elite.

Civilian bureaucrats were not as accustomed to interacting with

the local population in their operations as some militaries are.

That asocial form of alienation was tenable in limited types of

intervention, but it was disastrous when assisting or acting as a

governing authority attempting to build capacity for a self-

sustaining state.4

The institutional mindset had also plagued early adventures, 

as in Somalia, when UN officials wasted months under famine con-

ditions seeking consent to international deployments from a

sovereign government that no longer existed. The question of con-

sent was subsequently overwhelmed by the formula of declaring

particular crisis zones a “threat to international peace and secu-

rity” and then intervening under the broad terms of Chapter VII of

the UN Charter. In the wake of radically intrusive transitional

administrations, perhaps the issue of consent should be revisited

in a considerably broader sense—socially through the direct partici-

pation of local communities in international operations of whatever

variety, thus fostering a degree of downward accountability and legiti-

macy that has so far been absent.

Indeed, following the doctrinal evolution of interventions through-

out the last decade—spanning “second generation” uses of force in

peace operations during the early years to the comprehensive exer-

cise of political authority until now—the next step is to identify the
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means for better popular participation in international efforts to

establish governing structures in postconflict settings.5 UN Secretary-

General Kofi Annan has acknowledged the necessity of “participa-

tory governance” if a domestic peace is ever to be sustainable.6

However, other than reflecting the familiar ingredients of the

Western state, the idea of participation amongst the democratiza-

tion and peacebuilding cognoscenti is still at the stage of labels or

headlines, and the notion lacks clear definition, any kind of effec-

tive strategy or as much appreciation of the local mindset as of the

model to be imported.7 Similarly, the bulk of General Assembly

debates about popular participation have focused on specific disad-

vantaged groups, such as women and minorities, and addressed

how they can be better empowered and included in government.

This narrow, albeit important, perspective cannot accommodate

the much broader task of holistically integrating a population

during as well as after the formation of public administration.

In order to actually address the sources of civil conflict, focusing

on armed factions competing for control of a capital or filling the

appearance of a central vacuum when an occupier has withdrawn

could never be enough. There has to be an intimate understanding

of why the population is engaged in strife and what fuels it. What

drives the villager to take part in war? What can make him or her

stop? Appreciating such perceptions at the grassroots level is a key

piece of information around which to design a meaningful approach

to conflict resolution and peacebuilding. The answer may be rooted

in nothing less than an entire worldview through which the conflict

is filtered. Historical facts surrounding why war broke out may pale

in comparison to a religious belief system or set of values that func-

tions as the motor for continued violence.

The blunt approach of international interventions has been to

rely on “free and fair” electoral exercises as a single event, that function

according to global standards of human rights and North Atlantic

concepts of democracy but which do not resonate with local

communities and are not translated into their paradigm. Individuals

244 Participatory Peacebuilding



may turn out to vote en masse, but their understanding of the

ballot may be defined according to a parallel cosmos. A democrati-

cally elected powerholder may be recognized internationally though

not locally, since the voting process was unrelated to beliefs

regarding sources of political legitimacy.8 The problem is more

acute when voting for distant national representatives than for

more familiar local leaders. The result can be a recycled conflict

between what the people and the rest of the world understand as

the rightful powerholder.

Similarly, an international mission may appoint or empower a

young university graduate as a new administrative official on the

basis of modern skills and merit. But that person may not have

local acknowledgment, since the community continues to adhere

to an aged chief approved by ancestral spirits, a warlord that has

protected the village or another type of leader with whom people

identify. Building a state in this manner results in a superficial

layer on top of the reality of social life, and can lead, again, to

conflict between the two perspectives.9

Despite the long-term presence of some kind of state apparatus,

either in the form of colonial rule or an independent, though

authoritarian, regime, local communities in the developing world

have often functioned according to their own, fundamentally state-

less structures, regardless of the paramountcy of the machine controlled

by the capital city.  Considerably older than the national identity,

such social structures have proved profoundly resilient and defied

quick interventions to build new “democratic” institutions to

replace the ones that have previously collapsed. Relying, therefore,

on an election as the sum total of popular participation in building

a state simply replicates the utter disconnect between the people

and the government, laying the foundation for institutions to fail

again.

To avoid this scenario, and bridge the local-national gap, commu-

nities have to be integrated in the process of institution-building,

where they live as well as at higher levels, in order to foster a sense
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of identification with the greater whole and a feeling of ownership

of the alternative structure.11 In this manner, through improved trust

in their, now more responsive, administrative bodies, the idea of

“citizenship” can begin to have a logical meaning. This kind of

realignment is assuredly an arduous and lengthy prospect, and yet

it must start at the very beginning of an intervention. A transi-

tional period generally, and its earliest phases particularly, provides

a unique opportunity to minimize factional politicization of public

administration before a new government can replace civil service

officials with the party faithful. In fact, the broadest approach to

popular participation may be most feasible before a transfer of

power has occurred and an electoral victor begins reshaping the

instruments of control.

One of the overall dangers of such an effort, though, is a break-

down of indigenous social structures and a population thereafter

having to rely on the successful functioning of state mechanisms.

Should the government or its administration become fragile or

collapse for whatever reason in the future, a worse set of anarchical

conditions may result, in which people have lost any checks and

balances that may have been inherent in their social order. Conflict

under such circumstances can become “cannibalistic,” as Somalis

described the early 1990s.

There has been varied practice in bottom-up approaches by

development agencies, including the World Bank, UN Development

Programme (UNDP) and US Agency for International Development,

in the whole range of assistance activities.12 There have been compa-

rable attempts to specifically strengthen civil society and to improve

capacity-building for “governance” according to multiple definitions.

The word has been used narrowly to mean efficient and effective

public management, or more broadly to encompass the mechan-

isms, processes and institutions through which citizens and groups

articulate their interests.13 However, there have been relatively few

occasions when the international community has aimed to increase
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popular participation in the actual establishment of local adminis-

tration. 

Furthermore, development agencies have treated “participation”

in a universal sense. There are different kinds of participation that

have to be matched to the kind of society existing in any particular

area. For instance, the approach to a stratified, hierarchical society—

like a Timorese kingdom—should vary from one designed for a

segmentary group without centralized leadership, as amongst histor-

ically nomadic clans in Somalia. These approaches will also vary

according to the degree of social change intended and the scale of

time required to alter existing structures. Deciding on the amount

of social engineering to be conducted will directly affect the balance

of power of local stakeholders, given the inevitable empowering or

disenfranchising effect of any such project.

In Afghanistan, the traditional shura (council) was often employed

as an interface for delivering humanitarian assistance and imple-

menting aid projects. Rather than being an internationally-

sponsored body, the shura was an indigenous, ad hoc means of local

decision-making that could provide ownership of outside assis-

tance. It could be composed of elders, religious authorities or other

influential personalities, who are well-respected community members,

have good negotiations skills and are knowledgeable. Sometimes

existing traditional village or tribal shuras were used, while in other

cases ad hoc shuras were instituted. All individuals relevant to the

task to be accomplished had to participate in meetings in order to

reach nominal consensus, though not all voices were equal. The

process met with varying degrees of success and was open to claims

that shuras were manipulated to the benefit of local leaders and/or

that it amounted to social engineering at the hands of foreigners.

The speed with which shuras learned “aidspeak” was a good indi-

cator of whether the shura was homegrown or functioning as part

of an external agenda.

Modeled after the shura, UN-HABITAT and UNDP established

Community Forums that elect Consultative Boards to guide and
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provide advice on community affairs. While a form of self-government

in the absence of formal governing structures, these neighborhood

bodies have yet to form the basis of a state administration.14

The shura concept has also been adapted at the national level 

in the form of the Loya Jirga (Grand National Council) since the eigh-

teenth century. The 2002 Loya Jirga convened by the UN Assistance

Mission in Afghanistan and the Afghan Interim Authority was “a

hybrid-model of traditional selection, popular representation, and

central government prerogative.”15 In order to guarantee broad,

balanced representation, a free-and-fair universal suffrage election

was neither feasible nor desirable. However, many Afghan groups

felt the Loya Jirga had been pre-orchestrated and was not an endoge-

nous political process.16

As part of a “regionalization” strategy attempted by the two UN

Operations in Somalia, regional and district councils of elders were

formed to outmaneuver factional fighting in Mogadishu. However,

in the clan system, elders played more of an advisory than leadership

role, and so Somalis never regarded the councils as anything more,

contradicting international intentions to create alternative political

centers of gravity. Eventually, the competition for control of the

capital consumed any efforts outside the city and below the

“national” level.17

In Rwanda, the World Bank initiated a Community Reintegration

and Development Project (CRDP) in 1997 that tested a decentralized

and participatory approach to community development. The premise

of “decentralization” was to transfer decision-making and expendi-

ture authority to lower levels of government. The project established

Community Development Committees (CDC) at the commune (later

“district”) level, based on elections from the cellules and the secteurs.

“Participation” meant a partnership between the commune adminis-

trations and the local population around sectoral planning and

project implementation. The CDC concept and structure laid the

groundwork for the first ever elections of district administrators

(formerly the commune burgomasters appointed by the President
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since independence). Furthermore, the CDCs have now become a

formal part of local government.18

Still, the project did lead to some resentment amongst other

local leaders. The Rwandan government subsequently created politico-

administrative committees (CPAs). The CPAs complemented the work

of the CDCs, and members were elected at the same time. But the

separation of CPA members from the CRDP project cycle led to

several misgivings and delays in implementation, until the relation-

ship between the two was improved.19

Perhaps the most extensive experiment of its kind, and indeed a

valuable one from which to learn lessons, was the “Community

Empowerment and Local Governance Project” (CEP) established by

the World Bank and Asian Development Bank in East Timor.

Although it had a more development-focused precursor in Indonesia,

in the context of the UN’s transitional administration of East

Timor the CEP aimed to establish the actual local administration of

the country.20 The dramatic scope of the project illustrates well the

dilemmas associated with creating local governance structures and

the need for deep knowledge of social dynamics.

The UN structure extended formally to the level of the thirteen

districts, with a minimal presence in the subdistricts, where 80

percent of the population lives. The CEP concept envisioned elections

at the lowest strata of society, in the hamlets, for equal numbers of

men and women to form village councils. The village councils would

elect equal numbers of men and women to form subdistrict coun-

cils. Grants would be provided directly to the subdistrict councils,

which would then spend the funds based on proposals it received

from the villages. This, it was hoped, would result in a degree of

self-determination in reconstruction, as well as reverse centuries of

reporting upwards to authority and introduce accountability down-

wards to a constituency. Ideally, in time, these structures, with the

funding that they would have, would be consolidated and officially

constitute a nascent form of self-administration.
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An interesting question arises whether or not this model could

be extended further upwards, with subdistrict councils electing

district councils, which in turn would elect a national council.

Although politically impossible under the circumstances in East

Timor, the speed with which CEP elections were held indicated a

rapid means of involving the population directly in some manner

at the beginning of an intervention, thus avoiding reliance on

appointed bodies that are less representative.

When negotiations began between the two banks, the UN and

the Timorese resistance regarding the establishment of the CEP, the

first joint project of its kind, it became apparent that one part of

the resistance had already started conducting elections independ-

ently for chiefs of villages and subdistricts, as wells councils of

elders for both, composed of representatives of youth, women and

other civil society groups. By this time, the process had been com-

pleted at the village level in half the country, and so the issue was

raised about the relationship between the CEP councils and these

other structures. The two were reconciled in a rudimentary kind of

separation of powers. Logically, therefore, to respect this division,

neither the village chief as an executive nor any member of the

council of elders corresponding to a quasi-judicial entity, could stand

for election in the CEP process. For lack of anthropological knowl-

edge, the implication of this particular issue was not anticipated. 

In traditional Timorese society, only certain leaders, in most

cases the village chief, can acceptably function as a political authority.

His source of legitimacy is heredity as part of a family ordained by

ancestral approval. If the wrong person exercises political power,

upsetting the cosmic order and the continuation of fertility, then

villagers will fear ancestral sanctions that endanger the survival of

the community, such as harvests failing or children falling ill.

Furthermore, the separation of political powers does not make

sense, since the village chief exercises his authority in a distinct hier-

archy that functions in strict opposition to ritual power as part of the

overall sociocosmic order.21
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Therefore, by excluding the village chief, the CEP councils were

not perceived by the community to have any political authority,

which in turn meant that they could not form the basis of local

administration. Instead, people elected to the councils precisely

those individuals who were not older and senior or able to exercise

political authority, but who were young, literate and capable of

interacting with foreigners. The village chief continued to rule as

the acknowledged political head.22

Also, a principle carried over to East Timor from the World

Bank’s Indonesian experience, was to focus on the subdistrict level

because it was seen as a weaker layer of society in comparison to

the power of the districts and villages. By financing that level, there

had been an attempt to subvert the influence of the other two,

above and below it, thus creating the opportunity for a new center

of gravity, with space for alternative voices, to develop and facilitate

genuine community empowerment. With comparable logic, it was

also felt that by funding the CEP councils, despite the separation of

powers agreed on, the other structures would atrophy without

comparable resources. Precisely the opposite happened, both verti-

cally and horizontally, because the CEP councils could not compete

with the social power of the village chief whom they had excluded.23

This experience poses a typical dilemma. It could be argued, for

instance, that in order for the CEP councils to have better fulfilled

the intentions behind them, the village chief should have been

included—as one amongst many other issues affecting the project.

Through him they would have commanded authority in accordance

with local perceptions. Doing so, however, would simply reinforce

existing power structures, which internationally would be regarded

as inequitable and gender-biased and conflicting with individual-

istic values of human rights and democracy. Alternatively, a decision

could be made to challenge the existence of the village chief and

dismantle traditional structures, replacing them altogether with

administrative institutions of the central state. That would be a

radical social engineering campaign that could be conducted brutally
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or if done humanely, might simply fail. A more sophisticated

approach is necessary.

In East Timor, however, the decentralizing logic of the CEP

confronted the hierarchical institutional culture of the UN transi-

tional administration. More anthropological knowledge would not

have avoided an acrimonious negotiation regarding the establishment

of the project, which had been opposed by officials preoccupied

with power at the center. Resenting their loss of control as part of

the logic of a program aimed at community empowerment, UN

negotiators turned down twice the only project that had been

funded at the time. The ensuing conflict overwhelmed matters of

substance regarding the CEP’s design and would later squander the

opportunity for popular participation provided by the transitional

period. Only coordinated visits by the Secretary-General and World

Bank President James D. Wolfensohn forced a signature on the first

ever collaborative effort. In the absence of international consensus

prior to the project’s implementation, the territorial struggle amongst

interveners themselves undermined the CEP more than any other

single factor, including interests of Timorese stakeholders.24 Still, the

experience with this model is worth considering in future govern-

ment-building interventions.

There is never a vacuum of power on the ground. Even when

there is the complete absence of an identifiable state government

or any semblance of governing institutions—as was the case when

Indonesian forces withdrew from East Timor or when Somalia dis-

integrated—traditional structures evolve, social organization is

redefined, people continue to survive, filling the space, if it was

ever there in the first place.

Learning from past experiments for future participatory projects,

the first step is to assess and appreciate the dynamics of perception.

Popular perspectives will equally affect any form of intervention,

however minimal or extensive, in conflict, postconflict and non-

conflict environments, at any level, local or national. What is the

system of ideas and values that constitute the local worldview, that
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influence how people are acting, how they interpret the conflict,

and how they will perceive an outside intervention? For instance, is

the power of a warlord based on the possession of arms, or is he

legitimated by a social structure? Attempted disarmament is a military

response in the first case; but the second requires the complicated

undertaking of a social transformation. What kind of incentive can

there be for people to question existing power structures, seek alterna-

tives and assume ownership of the forces of change?

Answering such questions will require a role for anthropologists

and regional experts in international interventions. Though, to be

accepted, they will need to adapt and adjust their methodologies to

keep pace with an operational context. So far anthropologists have

identified the problem of national and institutional cultural differ-

ences amongst peacekeepers and between them and the local

population.25 However, work has not yet focused specifically on how

to approach the complex policy puzzle of increased participation in

state-building. In practical terms, area expertise needs to be incor-

porated into training for local-level interveners, development of

the plan and the concept of participation to be attempted, and the

determination of a strategy for implementation and adaptation on

the ground. Predeployment anthropological assessments need to

be combined with ongoing deep intelligence analysis of internal

domestic politics as part of the initial negotiated acceptance of

mission intentions and throughout all activities to be undertaken.

In this sense, specialized knowledge is one tool to help tackle

the dilemma surrounding the scope of social engineering by iden-

tifying objectives according to what is possible or what degree of

international commitment will be feasible. For instance, one national

faction may be consolidating its power through local structures

and to challenge local leaders may not be possible without an inter-

vention that decides to comprehensively confront that faction and

create the political environment for other parties to have a place in

a peace process. Avoiding the issue may amount to an implicit

acceptance of the will of the strong and the reality of a balance of
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power, or it may lead to the explicit conclusion that an interven-

tion need be something only minimal given the dimensions of the

circumstances. Consequently, the right knowledge can dictate plan-

ning by adjusting approaches to avoid predictable failures and

defining the best means both for establishing local administration

and conducting the overall national state-building enterprise,

including the structuring of government, the formation of judicial

institutions for the rule of law, and the reform of the security

sector.

The second step is to actually turn collated information into a

detailed concept for genuine participation and to design the mech-

anisms necessary to support social transformations that are both

effective and legitimate. The contours of what is to be done can only

be determined according to the specifics of the case. Nevertheless,

four options for participatory intervention can be identified that

vary in the degree of social engineering to be undertaken. Listed

in descending order of intrusiveness at the local level, they are not

neat categories; there may be overlap between them or one may

become another in the course of an intervention or subsequently.

Still, these rough distinctions each lead to substantially different

operational plans and decisions that flow from the amount of change

interveners intend to result on the ground. In every case, the

process must begin at the start of an intervention, in the greatest

window of opportunity for change—before new individuals are

empowered who either exclude altogether the local level or are

rejected by the population.

Local structures may be fully intact but fundamentally abusive,

either because they are historically oppressive by nature or because

they have been brutalized by conditions of conflict. They may have

become factionalized and serve as the core engine for continued

conflict. Fighting warlords may be legitimized by social structures

in their respective home communities. Competing sets of local

structures in the same place may constitute a source of violence.

Alternatively, despite persisting social identities, indigenous polit-
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ical structures may have broken down either from the effects of

war or mass displacement, or because they were reconstituted by a

state-formation enterprise that has now collapsed. 

With the objectives of protecting human rights or underwriting

a peace process, interveners may attempt to introduce across the

country an entirely new and standardized administration at the

local level. Existing structures would have to be challenged, outma-

neuvered or co-opted as new institutions are established. The effort

would require a significant degree of socialization for each commu-

nity to identify with the proposed outcome. Significant preplanning,

international political consensus and human and financial resources

will be needed to have any impact, as will a high degree of harmo-

nization with all other aspects of a mission if the effort is not to

unravel. As difficult as something of this magnitude sounds, not much

less could fulfill the prevailing rhetoric about “democratization.”

Indigenous social and political structures may have proved resilient

and continue as the operating paradigm for much, if not the

majority, of the population at the local level. They will have

survived colonial occupations and perhaps decades under a newly

independent state, but they may have never been integrated as part

of the central governing apparatus. While competing factions,

occupying powers or a previously functioning government may have

manipulated the existing structures and selectively replaced local

leaders, the logic and concept of political legitimacy has remained

intact.

As part of a new state-building enterprise, planners may decide

that the short timeframe of an intervention is insufficient to conduct

a total social engineering project, or that the specifics of a transi-

tional peace process require the support and legitimization of

acknowledged leaders to ensure short term results on the ground.

However, the disconnection between the indigenous paradigm and

the idea of the modern state may be too great to be sustainable. An

ungovernable local level may lead to central authoritarianism in

response, undermining objectives of democratization and possibly
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abusing human rights, in turn triggering potentially violent oppo-

sition and threatening eventual fragmentation. Alternatively, the

local structures themselves may have been somewhat perverted from

too much manipulation and it might not be feasible to restore the

integrity of the previous system. There may also be power struggles

in individual villages as old rivalries emerge in the wake of a with-

drawing occupier and competing claims for legitimate leadership.

Therefore, to avoid building state-failure and repeating another

cycle of conflict, the long-term objective would be to establish a

modern state at all levels through a process of gradual transfor-

mation of existing structures into a formal, local administration.

This strategy must form an inherent part of the transitional plan,

which will need to provide for selective correction of any seemingly

abusive practices or violations of human rights in the short term.

Key to this model will be creating space for the continuation of local

ideas in some form while the community is gradually integrated

into the state-building effort from bottom to top.

Indigenous structures may be fully functioning and constitute

the reality of social and political life of the population. They may

already have transformed to some degree over time, in response to

conflict, under colonial occupation or due to a previous national

state-formation experience, and resulted in a hybrid form of self-

governing institutions. They may actually be stronger than a nominal

and weak central government and more capable of delivering basic

services to communities. They may even be the only functioning

structures in the event of a total collapse in the capital city or before

a new authority has been established after the withdrawal of an

occupier. Also, the local structures themselves may be wholly appro-

priate as part of a future administration.

Therefore, it may not make sense to conduct a social engineering

project in the short term, displacing what is effectively functioning

while also attempting to construct a national executive, legislature

and judiciary, with all that that entails. Equally, it may not make

sense to transform the existing structures in the long term,
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because of their acceptability or usefulness as the foundation for

state-building efforts. Alternatively, interveners may lack the polit-

ical will, sufficient time or resources to make many changes at the

local level, or they may be characteristically preoccupied with insti-

tutions in the capital, either by habit or as an exit strategy,

withdrawing as soon as some semblance of a new authority can be

recognized. There may also be an operational imperative to use

what exists to produce some quick results, or empowerment of

existing local leaders may be the consequence of their support to a

military intervention.

In all of these instances, the local level as it exists, acting entirely

independently as it has, may be integrated as a whole in the state-

building effort, and it is not expected to change much over time.

The model is one in which the central government and the local

paradigm are connected, but the one will not eventually replace

the other. Instead, their relationship may be articulated in a consti-

tution, perhaps with a separation of powers at different levels of

administration. Additionally, there may be local representation at

the national level and an official government presence at the local

level. Serious offences would be the responsibility of the judiciary

but communities may resolve other forms of conflict according to

their own rules. While there may be selective correction at the local

level because of human rights standards, government policies or

legislative acts, the structures themselves nevertheless continue

largely intact.

If operational convenience is the rationale for wholesale integration,

then local structures cannot be unacceptably abusive or a factional

source of conflict, otherwise this approach will fail after interna-

tional withdrawal. Integration has to be a carefully harmonized

process, made possible in the design of a mission’s campaign plan

and implemented accordingly. If the gap between local institutions

and national government-building efforts is not reconciled during

a transitional period, then a new pattern of disconnection will

prevent integration from occurring. Instead, widescale disenfran-
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chisement, opposition, authoritarianism, fragmentation and conflict

may be the sequential outcome.

Local social and political structures may be far too resilient to

contemplate their alteration and they may already have been 

integrated in some previously decentralized governmental arrange-

ment. Their role in national life may have been officially recognized

and overwhelmingly accepted. While they have not constituted a

source of conflict, they may nevertheless have been weakened

somewhat by a violent environment, politically misused by central

authorities or debilitated by a lack of basic resources. Some local

leaders may have been killed or fled as refugees, but the concept 

of local governance understood by the community has not been

perverted in any way. The structures mostly in place are largely

acceptable according to international standards of human rights and

democratization. Alternatively, the international intervention is a

minimal one with little capability beyond assistance.

The basic objective in this situation is to restore to their full

capacities the existing bodies and repatriate, restore or help identify

and support local leaders. Improving the relationship between these

structures and a fragile central government being rebuilt, an author-

itarian regime democratizing or a new authority to which an

occupier is transferring power may be the kind of limited activity

performed during a transitional period. Any selective correction of

the local institutions would be largely as the result of an overall

strengthening of a national rule of law.

The profound danger of this option is that superficially it may

be attractive to international donors who lack the political will or

resources to do more, or to military forces that have been supported

in their isolation of a faction or regime and therefore are unwilling

to open up political space for alternative voices during the recon-

struction phase. Due to imperatives of political convenience during

a peace process, a mission following the line of least resistance will

merely accommodate existing realities. In such a context, if local

structures are factionalized and abusive, or serve as an integral
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element in the dynamics of conflict, then to reinforce them will lead

to the irrelevance of the intervention, if not an exacerbation and

deepening of socially-driven violence.

At the international level, there has to be agreement on the

selection of one of these options and organized unity of effort in

the field. Political competition amongst international agencies, no

less than amongst local leaders or national elites, will profoundly

affect the rearrangement of power that increased popular partici-

pation will imply. The level of education,  the breadth and depth of

the skills base in the country, the amount of poverty and imbalance

of wealth distribution, the relative sizes of urban versus rural popula-

tions, and the degree of identification of local groups with the elite

all affect the choice of category. Unless a much more sophisticated

approach to participation along these lines can be developed,

exclusion of people from any aspect of state-building will continue

to cause costly interventions to founder. This means, in the midst

of a world of national governments, having to forge a much more

direct relationship between international and local communities,

paradoxically, to underwrite the state. 
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W H E N  X A N A N A  G U S M A O was sworn

in as the first elected President of the new country of East Timor in

May 2002, it was one of those rare moments when hope bears fruit.

As so many present noted, it was thanks to the intervention of the

United Nations and the international community that East Timor

was at last able to assert its independence—and to have a reason-

able hope of crafting a civil society and a sustainable future.

Some of the success was undoubtedly due to luck. The Asian

economic crisis of 1997, which led in part to the downfall of the

Suharto dictatorship in Indonesia, was a momentous step in East

Timor’s transition from Indonesian occupation to independence.

Yet this mixture of luck and design does not diminish the fact that

East Timor is the least ambiguous success story in UN-led efforts to

build civil society in the aftermath of conflict. Indeed, the notion

of building civil society rather than merely keeping a peace reflects a

move away from conventional UN roles towards new models better

suited to an age when the emerging agenda of human security

demands that peace not only be kept, but also sustained. However,

as this analysis will make clear, the UN needs more stable political

and financial support to properly take on the new roles of peace-

building.
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The UN needs a permanent commitment of armed forces if it is to

rapidly respond to violent conflict. It also needs an enhanced supply

of material and human resources that make up the infrastructure of

a stable civil society if it is to facilitate a lasting peace. To fund the

complex system that is required for true peacebuilding, the UN needs

to have a more reliable source of funding that could be gained

through taxing the international arms trade and managed through

the development of a High Commissioner for Peace. Tragedies in

places like Rwanda and successes in countries like East Timor demon-

strate the need for commitment and the potential that a strong UN

can bring. The central thrust of this study is to explore the concept of

“sustainable peace” and to offer some observations on how it might

pass from theory to practice. This study aims to make a case for

Canadian leadership in crafting and implementing the notion of

sustainable peace as part of a broader agenda of “human security.”

To trace the evolution of the idea of sustainable peace, let us

recall what UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan said in his address at

University of California, Berkeley on 20 April 1988:

The evolution of United Nations peacekeeping from the tradi-

tional kind of patrolling buffer zones and cease-fire lines to the

modern, more complex manifestations in the former Yugoslavia

has been neither smooth nor natural. It has created concep-

tual confusions and inflated expectations, betrayed hopes and

blemished reputations. It has made us review our responsibil-

ities and question our most basic assumptions about the very

nature of war and the very high price of peace in the post-

cold war era.

Peacekeepers were asked the impossible, and sometimes, there-

fore, even failed to achieve the possible.…

We were asked to step in when all others had failed, and when

no power or alliance equipped to act on behalf of the world
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had the political will to do so. When global opinion calls 

for the world to “do something” about a crisis, we become

the “doers,” whether we have been given the tools or not.” 

Two years and after Kofi Annan’s landmark speech at Berkeley, 

a smaller-than-planned deployment of UN peacekeepers-cum-peace-

makers, lacking the tools they had been promised, found themselves

face to face with a potential catastrophe. Indian General Vijay Jetley

commanded a largely pan-African UN force in Sierra Leone that was

armed with a standard ceasefire mandate offered by the Security

Council on 22 October 1999. A more robust mandate sanctioned on

7 February 2000 enabled Jetley’s soldiers to actually begin building

a peace rather than merely monitoring a ceasefire. They were on

the front lines of a conflict within a nation, the model of warfare that

has become more common than the conflict between nations that

marked the first UN peacekeeping mandates.

Until the first days of May, it appeared that success was in sight.

Yet the peace was nearly undone by the madness of Foday Sankoh,

leader of the Revolutionary United Front, whose army of mostly

child soldiers had been singularly successful in spreading terror

and chaos. Sent to guarantee a peace in the aftermath of Sierra

Leone’s civil war, and charged with creating a climate wherein civil

society and civil institutions could be rebuilt, Gen. Jetley’s peace-

keepers faced a virulent recurrence of the conflict.

There was no logical reason why this should be so—Sankoh had

not given up control of the illicit diamond trade that fuelled his

rebellion, and he had a role in government. The hard-won peace

covered by the UN mandate seemed as durable as any in the imme-

diate aftermath of a conflict. Civil wars are inherently illogical, yet

when they end with a peace accord that shares power and gives

each party some of the responsibility for governance, one might

believe that there is some basis for building a peace. This had

certainly been the thinking amongst the members of the Security
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Council, which had authorized a force of 11,000 soldiers, and many

civilians and volunteers to establish peace in Sierra Leone.

Stung by the lessons of Rwanda and Sierra Leone’s neighbor,

Liberia, the UN determined that it could not afford to stand by yet

again in an African conflict. In the internal politics of the United

Nations, there was a stark contrast drawn between the resources

diverted to address the European conflict in the Balkans, and the

lack of both political will and resources in quelling African conflicts.

Indeed, in the aftermath of the Central African debacle in April

1994, there was clear evidence that the UN had repeatedly ignored

the warnings of Canadian General Romeo Dallaire that a slaughter

was imminent in Rwanda. Faced with genocide, the small UN

contingent took the bodies of dead peacekeepers with them and

fled Rwanda. The United Nations Under-Secretary-General of the time,

who gave insufficient weight to Dallaire’s warnings, also took the

lesson to heart—Kofi Annan would not make the same mistake again.

Sierra Leone, then, was to be the fruit of Lessons Learned—the

UN would provide proper resources, and a large enough force, and

lay the postwar foundations to rebuild a country that ranked dead

last on the UN Human Development Index. The UN thought it had

time—although most of the peacekeepers on the ground in May

2000 were Nigerian, Kenyan and Zambian, a larger international

contingent was on the way.

The inclusion of both parties to the civil war in government

brought the hope that armed forces might be disarmed and displaced

populations returned to their homes. Despite all the preparation

and all the hopes, 500 UN peacekeepers, hampered by a mandate to

return fire only in self-defense, found themselves the captives of

drug-fed boys and teenagers in early May. Of the many eventualities

the UN had anticipated, it had perhaps taken too lightly the proba-

bility that Foday Sankoh suffered from a serious mental illness. He

heard voices. These voices told him to resume the war. And the chil-

dren and teens he led looked to him as a messianic force. This armed

force, animated by a leader who hears voices, threatened to unravel
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the entire UN mission in Sierra Leone despite Annan’s assurances

that lessons had indeed been learned.

Yet the mission did not collapse, thanks to sheer luck. Rather

than fleeing after the mass abduction of 500 of its members, the

UN forces regrouped around the capital city, Freetown. They were

aided by British paratroops originally brought in to evacuate British

nationals and foreigners from its former colony. Foday Sankoh’s

rebels ignored the peace accord their leader had signed and resumed

the battle. 

Sankoh’s murderous brigade of mostly child and teenaged soldiers

had spent several years rampaging through the countryside, hacking

off limbs, shooting whom they wished. Even though they were

repelled from the capital, victory for the government was by no

means assured, until on 17 May 2000 government forces captured

Sankoh. More of the UN hostages were released. More international

troops began to arrive; the contingent was to be 17,000—the largest

international peace force ever assembled.

Yet the Sierra Leone crisis is not necessarily a story with a happy

outcome. The UN was fortunate, but it should not have been in a

position to depend on luck and happenstance to assure the success

of its missions. It pointed out the crying need for a UN standing

army. An effective military intervention in the cause of restoring

order and laying the foundations for peace building needs a sense

of purpose and cohesion. That most frequently comes from training

together, living together, building the fraternal bonds between

individual soldiers that enable mutual trust and confidence under fire.

Moreover, it enables a common standard of training for UN

peacekeepers, and allows for the integration of command structures.

A war zone is not the ideal place to mesh different commands or to

forge unity amongst soldiers from different countries and cultures.

Peacekeepers and peacebuilders need to train together and work

together before they are sent to contain a crisis.

The UN needs the proper resources and the proper mandate to

keep and build peace. However, in a world accustomed to warfare,
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the imperatives of peacebuilding represent new ground, with a

paucity of resources and an absence of clear direction. Had Sierra

Leone indeed ended in catastrophe, the isolationists in the United

States surely would have seen this as yet another sign of UN failure.

Wealth and technology created a new hubris in the US and the

NATO. It was the belief that policing and peacekeeping ought to

come without risk.

This attitude deeply influenced the US conduct of its membership

in the Security Council and contributed to the general impasse

amongst the five veto-bearing permanent members. The serious

answer to Annan’s recurring analysis—the provision of adequate

funding, troops and indeed a proper mandate—was nowhere to be

seen. The UN crisis in Sierra Leone in May 2000 shows that the

imperatives of building a peace, of trying to establish order and

civil society in the chaotic aftermath of civil war, have yet to be

learned.

Building a peace takes the international community into new

areas: into violating the sovereignty of other nations, ignoring territo-

rial integrity, and demanding the right to act aggressively against

governments that violate the Universal Declaration of Human

Rights. It is an implicit facet of human security—at least as advo-

cated by Canada and several other middle powers—that the primacy

of individual security must prevail in situations where civilians are

caught up in internal conflicts. The human security agenda in

theory at least promises a future wherein human rights are para-

mount.

With more and more intrastate rather than interstate wars pro-

tecting civilians in armed conflict becomes a priority. NATO’s bombing

of the former Yugoslavia as it intervened in the civil war in the

rebellious Serbian province of Kosovo was a turning point. It marked

the first large-scale decision by western democracies to violate a

country’s borders and its national sovereignty in the name of

rescuing people from the persecution directed against them by their
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own government. This “illegal” and unilateral measure—the bombing

was conducted without the authorization of the Security Council—

did not sit well with many countries, because one of the founding

tenets of the United Nations is that national borders are inviolate.

Yet the argument in the post–Cold War era, fully embraced by

Annan and advanced by Canada, is that the protection of innocents

comes first; thus human rights supersede all other concerns. The

Canadian view holds that ultimately, peacebuilding aims at building

human security, including democratic governance, human rights,

the rule of law, sustainable development, and equitable access to

resources.

Peacebuilding must start from a narrower mission: the requirement

to end a conflict so that the foundations of justice can be established.

Both tasks are necessary and Annan has consistently stressed that

the UN cannot do it alone. The world body cannot impose a miracu-

lous settlement, nor can it reasonably be expected to build a peace

if there is no organic desire to end a conflict. “Political motivation

and political persuasion are critical elements in a peace process,”

Annan told a peacekeeping seminar in November 1997. “When the

parties are genuinely interested in a settlement, mountains can be

moved in the interest of peace. However, in chaotic conditions in

which power has devolved to splinter factions that have no real

interest in peace, there are palpable limits to what the interna-

tional community can accomplish. A sense of community—the will

to reconcile—cannot be imposed.”

The principal question of Sierra Leone and Kosovo, and indeed

of every jurisdiction trying to rebuild after civil war, remains: Can

peace be built if the combatants do not show a real willingness to

work together? While the UN mission is meeting limited success, is

it really in a position to build a viable society? In Kosovo, where the

drug traffickers of the officially defunct Kosovo Liberation Army

(KLA) were back in business in the autumn of 1999—the limits of

the UN’s ability to build peace are clearly demonstrated. As vengeful
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attacks by Albanians against Serbs continued, the UN found it

difficult to establish the credibility and trust necessary to create a

society in which all the ethnic groups could coexist.

There remains a lack of political will to build a lasting peace.

British Prime Minister Tony Blair hailed Kosovo as the first military

intervention by the outside world to stop human rights violations

against civilians. He saw it as a new frontier. But against the reality

of entrenched Balkan hatred, just how far can the UN succeed? The

counterpoint to that is to do nothing—and in today’s world of border-

less communications, there is little scope to do nothing, as horrifying

images of faraway conflicts are rendered all too intimate and familiar

by modern communications media.

Taking some sort of effective action may seem like common sense,

but it is much easier said than done. While the UN Charter foresees

intervention and, by extension, peacekeeping, there is no explicit

provision for peacebuilding. As the need for peacebuilding evolves,

the UN must develop the mechanisms and instruments necessary

to engage Annan’s broad notion of human security, and to make it

a reality. The notions of creating civilian police, beginning recon-

struction of a ravaged society, and creating civil authority are all

new areas of joint international endeavor in the aftermath of conflict.

For a UN that has become accustomed to using soldiers to keep peace,

the assembly of the military-civilian cohesion necessary to build

peace is a monumental challenge.

Whilst many countries have surplus soldiers, only a handful of

these have paramilitary police. And few if any jurisdictions have a

surplus of police whose main duty is to maintain peace and order

within a given community. Even fewer nations or communities have

a surplus of police officers, doctors, nurses, teachers, engineers,

lawyers, waterworks builders, judges and other skilled personnel

necessary to rebuild a normal life in a postconflict society.

Annan’s broader preoccupation with human security is also a

cornerstone of Canadian foreign policy. It comes from a recognition

that it is not enough just to establish a truce—building a lasting
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peace is the only way to bring about true security. In the foreign

policy that has evolved over the past two decades, Canada brings to

the table a new definition of what security means—one based on

the primacy of human rights and individual well being. This means

saving people caught in war, rescuing people from terror, fighting

poverty, empowering people and nations, being partners in devel-

opment, giving people tools to build lives of meaning and purpose.

This is bound with the belief shared by Annan: all this should be

done with little regard for traditional notions of national bound-

aries, because individuals come first. Just as Canada was a pioneer

in introducing the notion of peacekeeping, so it must continue to be

a leader in developing and implementing the concept of peace-

building, in partnership with other likeminded nations.

The central dilemma—in a world where $1.5 trillion Cdn flows

annually into “defense” spending, preparations for war fighting,

and the legal portion of the global arms trade—is determining who

pays for peace. The United Nations is chronically hampered by a

lack of funds. The annual budget for all UN operations, all agencies

and programs, is about that of a medium-sized Canadian province.

The question of who pays, therefore, sits front and center: not

just in properly funding the campaign in Sierra Leone, but in 

any theater where the UN has been given a peacebuilding mandate.

The United Nations was de jure and de facto the government of two

territories emerging from conflict, Kosovo and East Timor. In the

case of Kosovo especially, lack of money has made the lofty goal of

establishing a lasting peace rooted in a civil society difficult to

attain. As former Czech foreign minister Jiri Dienstbier famously

put it after a visit to Kosovo in the fall of 1999, the spring ethnic

cleansing of Albanians has been replaced by the fall ethnic cleansing

of Serbs. The UN’s difficulties in restoring civil society in Kosovo

aptly illustrate the challenges of peacebuilding.

Who will pay for extra police, nurses and the like that are 

essential components of any peacebuilding operation? That is a 

key question as countries buy into the notion of peacebuilding.
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Would Canada and likeminded nations, for instance, allocate part

of an enhanced peacebuilding budget to municipalities and provinces?

Without the resources for a long-term presence, the UN cannot

work effectively at rebuilding governance structures, civil society

and individual lives in postconflict situations. Already, the world’s

wealthy countries are asking questions about the reconstruction 

of East Timor. “In the Security Council, they’re asking if it’s really

worth spending $3 billion or $4 billion to build a civil society for only

850,000 people,” Robert Fowler, Canada’s Permanent Representative

to the UN, remarked in a conversation with the author in November

1999. The irony is that the world spends that $4 billion Cdn daily

on weapons and defense. In that context, peace building in Timor

is surely a low cost. 

By contrast, the costs of failing to build peace could be enormous.

The UN has kept combatants apart in Cyprus for decades. It appears

as though the island will be divided between Greeks and Turks in

perpetuity. How long does the UN have to keep peace there? At

what cost? How much better off might Cyprus be if peacebuilding

had ended the divisions?

The funding for East Timor is seen as the essential investment

needed to put the 850,000 Timorese on a level playing field so

that they can enjoy equality of opportunity after winning their

independence from Portugal and Indonesia. This investment is

already showing returns as East Timor begins to work with its

newly elected government. Like an insurance policy, investing in

peacebuilding helps to prevent future conflict, and in the partic-

ular case of East Timor, it would provide the tools to enable the

potentially oil-rich country to develop health care, education

and the other building blocks of long-term peace and stability.

Yet this brings us back to the central question: Who will pay for

peace? Even if the world assumes a collective responsibility, where

will the money come from? How will it be distributed? And how

much will be enough?
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Equally important is the question of control. Should the UN

distribute peacebuilding funds, or should it be done in some other

way? Would the people who balk at paying US $3 billion to build

East Timor anew continue to resist, even if the money was at hand,

unless they had absolute say about how it was used? Because this is

uncharted territory for the United Nations, flexibility and accom-

modation become essential in collecting and delivering funds for

peacebuilding. It is surely an irony of our age that the very powers

reluctant to fund the UN on grounds that it is inefficient or 

incompetent should be the ones who render it so. The streaks of

exceptionalism and isolationism in the conduct of the foreign

policy of the United States lead it to restrict or diminish funding

for the United Nations. Yet it is the exercise of the Security Council

veto by the US and the four other permanent members that prevents

the UN from swift, decisive, cohesive action with a broad and open-

ended mandate. Inevitably, there will be conflict and controversy

regarding the collection and disbursement of peacebuilding funds.

A magnificent philanthropic gift like the US $1 billion donated

by media magnate Ted Turner to the United Nations is a rare and

happy event. Yet one magnanimous act is not enough, and it would

be foolhardy to rely entirely on voluntary donations to build peace,

and fund the necessities of postconflict reconstruction. Civic-minded

individuals and donor governments would have to give many billions

more into a global fund, so that the investment revenue from that

fund could fund peacebuilding.

Voluntary donations alone cannot work. The notion of a global

facilities fund, as proposed in 1999 by scholars at the University of

New York, relies too much on philanthropy and voluntarism. A

more formal mechanism is vital to ensure long-term, stable funding.

The most reliable instrument, if it can be implemented, might be a

global tax on militarism. A legal framework would be challenging

to develop. One way to proceed might to build on the jurisdictional

liberty offered to the new International Criminal Court (ICC). If
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criminal laws are applied internationally, can the same not be

done with certain civil laws, particularly relating to international

trade and taxation?

Yet the absence of an international legal framework to permit

global taxation of the legal portion of the arms trade need not be

an insurmountable barrier. Countries like Canada, and the other

vigorous champions of peace, might begin by “taxing” their own

defense and military spending—by designating ten percent of their

military budgets specifically for a global peacebuilding fund. In

Canada’s case, this would come to an annual “tax” that would yield

roughly four times as much money as Canada now pays in United

Nations dues. National budgets taxed at that level would yield about

$75 billion Cdn a year. This would be entirely voluntary, but it

would set an example. It would fit in well with the evolving “soft

power” regime in international relations, because it would stand as

a classical instance of using moral suasion to achieve a greater

good. If Canada and other military powers began to set aside parts

of their own defense spending, and levied a special export tax on

their arms manufactures, it would set a compelling example for

others. More practically, it would enable the beginning of what would

end up as a permanent fund to enable peacebuilding and post-

conflict reconstruction. Since there is little chance that it would

yield the dividends of a fully-fledged international tax on the arms

trade, an initial target should be to raise enough to make the very

idea of the tax credible—perhaps an amount as large as the annual

budget for all other UN operations.

If one carries the castles-in-Spain thinking a step further, one

can see that a viable international tax on the world’s $1.5 trillion

war spending could yield the revenues to fund peacebuilding. A

relatively modest tax would bring substantial funds—taxing the

arms trade and defense expenditure at five percent, for instance,

would also bring $75 billion Cdn a year. That is a huge amount of

money, considering that the UN budget for all its operations—from

peacekeeping to development to health and children’s services—
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is about one fifth that size. Taxing the arms trade and defense

spending would be relatively straightforward, if a consensus were

built to do so—the rationale being that the developed countries of

the world, including the leading democracies, are the principal

suppliers of arms that fuel conflict the world over. They are also

the principal suppliers of peacekeepers, and of the meager funds that

are eventually used to build peace in the wake of these conflicts.

There is surely a sense of proportion and natural justice in the

thought that those who provide the tools of war should pay to

provide the tools of peace. Moreover, not all of this money would be

poured into a conflict zone. A sizeable fund would enable the devel-

opment of the civil capacity needed to build a peace. Funding would

enable the creation of surplus civilian police, doctors, nurses, teachers,

judges, engineers and so forth. Canada, for instance, might use a

good portion of its contribution to global peacebuilding to increase

municipal budgets, so that municipalities would be able to develop

surplus capacity that could then be channeled to postconflict situa-

tions as the need arose. This capacity development in turn would

enable rapid deployment of peacebuilders that could be assembled

just as troops are for peacekeeping.

Nonetheless, there remains the practical issue not just of tax

collection, but also of tax administration and disbursement. Who

would control the fund? It is highly unlikely that the members of

the United Nations would be content to see the funds administered

by a third party beyond their control, even one as benign as the

foundation set up to disburse Turner’s largesse.

It is possible to foresee an entity either led or mandated by the

United Nations and modeled on Britain’s QUANGOs (quasi auto-

nomous governmental organizations) to gather and distribute a

tax on the arms trade and defense spending. This agency or entity

would effectively extend taxation influence, if not power, away

from national governance to global governance. This would be a

momentous step, which may be extremely difficult to attain—unless

the post-September 11th climate can create a receptive considera-
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tion of such a scheme. The Security Council, particularly the P-5,

might entertain such a concept, particularly if the money initially

came from voluntary taxation on the part of Canada and others.

One viable idea might be to extend a United Nations concept

that has proven its worth, and its level of acceptability amongst

both the General Assembly and the Security Council—a High

Commission. It could work whether the global peacebuilding fund

came from self-imposed taxes on defense spending by Canada and

others or from globally imposed taxes on the arms trade under a

jurisdictional framework that has yet to be developed. A United

Nations High Commissioner for Peace Building and Postconflict

Reconstruction would provide the focal point that is so far lacking

in global peacebuilding efforts. It would be a logical evolution of

the UN system and the evolving UN role in implementing Annan’s

sweeping vision of human security and the protection of civilians

in armed conflict.

A High Commissioner for Peace might be a necessary bridge

between the military and civilian facets of peacebuilding and

postconflict reconstruction. The role might be particularly impor-

tant in areas where there is a UN-sanctioned deployment rather

than a UN-led deployment—as in the case of NATO’s mandate in

Bosnia and Herzegovina, or the initial Australian mandate in East

Timor. A High Commissioner for Peace would use the surplus civil

capacity generated by the fund to assemble peacebuilders—Canadian

nurses, Indian computer technicians, French paramilitary police,

and the like. Because this would occur under the aegis of a UN

High Commission, there would in effect be a permanent General

Assembly and Security Council authority, executed under the aegis

of the Secretary-General. This may not be ideal, in that countries in

the past have refused to put troops under UN command and would

not be particularly persuaded that a High Commissioner for Peace,

who carries even less authority than the Secretary-General, ought

to have troops at his or her disposal.
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Yet a High Commissioner is not the only model, nor necessarily

the most viable one. It might be simpler to begin, for instance, with

a Special Representative of the United Nations Secretary General,

appointed on a case-by-case basis. The Military Staff Committee of

the UN already has the authority to handle troops, and that consti-

tutional grounding in the UN Charter may in some cases make a

Special Representative more palatable than a High Commissioner for

Peace. Nonetheless, we need to think of ways to entrench a peace-

sustenance consciousness. A vigorous debate about an expanded role

for a peace-maintenance agency would be a valuable contribution.

The United Nations’ August 2000 peacekeeping review stopped

short of recommending an independent force for the UN, and

instead recommended that national governments and regional

alliances prepare units of troops that might be readily deployed

under UN auspices. Could such troops be at the disposal of a High

Commissioner for Peace? If they were, their deployment might be

more readily seen as part of a complex and ongoing process of

shaping a peace, rather than as a military intervention that is not

necessarily connected to other civil-society efforts. Certainly, the idea

of putting UN troops directly under the aegis of a Peace Commissioner

would send an important signal that the UN’s longer-term goal is

to craft a durable peace, rather than merely supervising a ceasefire

or the end of overt conflict.

Ironically, the development of a European standing army in

October 2000, the most robust manifestation of the Franco-German

entente that shaped postwar Europe, may provide the substance of

a peacebuilding movement. The 60,000 strong force, nominally

independent of NATO, could indeed be the basis of a rapid-

deployment UN force. Canada has worked to give the UN a rapid

reaction capability—its 1995 report, Towards a Rapid Reaction Capability

for the United Nations, was essentially means of projecting Canadian

values into the realm of peace enforcement. Along with the Dutch

and the Norwegians, Canada has long sought the development of
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an effective rapid deployment capability for the UN—one that could

be seen as a necessary corollary to soft power measures. If the

European Union were to develop a corollary civil capacity, a peace-

building and postconflict reconstruction component, one could

foresee a joint military-civil Canadian and European intervention

force at the service of both NATO and the UN. 

This is precisely the sort of resource that would give a UN High

Commissioner for Peace Building and Postconflict Reconstruction a

strong foundation and bring legitimacy and credibility to interna-

tional interventions. Additionally, the High Commissioner for

Peace could work closely with the High Commissioner for Refugees

and the High Commissioner for Human Rights in providing a

comprehensive and coherent matrix for peace building and post-

conflict reconstruction. The very creation of the office would send

a strong signal about the international community’s commitment

to building peace. It would go a long way towards creating a more

capable institutional framework to implement Annan’s vision of

human security. Moreover, since the purpose would be to encourage

the development of the peacebuilding capacity within nations—as

in Kosovo and Timor, bringing in outsiders only until the local

population and indigenous resources are able to sustain a civil

society based on peace and just governance—there is no question

of these interventions being seen as a new tentative attempt at 

colonialism, nor as a neo-imperialist agenda entering by the back

door.

Under the aegis of a UN High Commissioner for Peace, the inter-

national presence should be diverse and multilateral enough to

banish any taint of imperialist intent. Yet the High Commissioner’s

role is vital if outside aid and indigenous resources are to mesh

effectively. One of the gaps in the present climate is the absence of

widespread integration between the hard power and soft power

options. Military intervention and humanitarian assistance often

exist in a postconflict intervention, and indeed both are necessary to

achieve stability and lay a foundation for postconflict reconstruction.
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The Canadian military has been among the first to recognize

that finding the ideal blend of hard power and soft power will

become the principal challenge of future peacebuilding interven-

tions: soldiers and civilians working in a coordinated manner to

achieve the same objectives. By establishing a High Commissioner

for Peace, the UN might create the institutional framework to blend

hard power and soft power, bringing together expert practitioners of

each option.

Hard power alone cannot create or build a sustainable peace.

That is the task of soft power: creating and nourishing civil society.

Yet we must recognize, as Labonte and Ankersen have done,1 that

civil society cannot be created in a climate of violence, imminent war,

a tenuous ceasefire and incipient chaos. The elements of civil society

must be established before anyone can talk of true stability. The

rule of law, representative government, the assurance of funda-

mental human rights, broad access to education and health care, are

the foundations of any lasting peace. Representative government

should by its definition include an element of democracy, but in

many war-ravaged regions, the guarantee of human rights may be a

more important factor in building peace. Given these conditions, a

working democracy can evolve from the other elements of civil society.

The other attraction of soft power solutions to conflict is that they

carry a much cheaper price tag than war. Education and health care

are relatively low cost investments, but they pay enormous dividends

in enabling the growth and development of a society. Establishing

the rule of law, too, can be relatively painless if it is done while an

international peacekeeping force is at hand.

The evolution of peacebuilding and the necessity for postconflict

reconstruction require new ideas and new approaches. A stable and

permanent global fund built by a tax on defense spending and the

arms trade, and a UN High Commissioner to make use of that fund,

would be logical extensions of Annan’s bold strides towards making

human security the very raison d’être of the United Nations. They
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could indeed provide the building blocks for ensuring that sustain-

able peace becomes a reality in the many parts of the globe where

the culture of violence has, in the past, prevailed.

Notes

1 See Melissa Labonte (chapter 3) and Christopher P. Ankerson (chapter 4) in this

volume.
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I N  J U LY  2 0 0 1 , the United Nations Conference

on the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons In All Its

Aspects was held in New York. This event represented a milestone in

the movement to regulate small arms and light weapons (SALW) at

the global level1 and helped draw attention to the fact that the

sheer number of small arms in circulation is inescapably related to

the incidence of hostilities and levels of crime in the world. The

human death toll caused by such instruments of war since the end

of the Cold War is over four million, far exceeding the toll caused by

weapons of mass destruction. A significant proportion (between 35

and 40 percent)2 of the slain and injured are civilians. Sustainable

peace, at the local or global level, cannot be built unless small arms

are brought under control.

What are the prospects for the emergence of an international

regime in this issue-area? This study addresses that question by

exploring the conditions under which states decide to abide by

emerging international norms and rules. It offers an avenue for the

examination of the larger question of how and when we can expect

global actors to cooperate in sustainable peace projects. The central

hypothesis is that three variables (knowledge, power, and interest)

are indispensable for such regime formation. These variables could
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be seen during the creation of other arms control regimes, such as

those governing nuclear, chemical and biological weapons. They were

not, until recently, in place for small arms and light weapons. SALW

have been the “forgotten” weapons in international arms control.

This situation is changing, however. With increased knowledge of

the problems small arms pose, we are witnessing significant move-

ment towards a set of global controls.

How has the study of small arms cooperation been treated in the

past? First, few systematic attempts have been made to apply theory

to the concrete phenomenon of small arms availability and prolif-

eration. With the exceptions of Keith Krause’s work,3 Edward Laurance’s

report to the Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Conflict4

and Suzette Grillot’s study on small arms,5 there is a dearth of theo-

retical exploration of this issue. What literature does exist on small

arms supply and cooperation is an uneven medley of government6

and international organization publications,7 nongovernmental

organization (NGO) recommendations8 and occasional declarations by

academics that “something ought to be done.” For example, Michael

Renner’s conceptualization of small arms as “orphans” of arms

control opens the way for discussion on why cooperation did take

place for other categories of weapons but did not for small arms.9

Unfortunately, Renner’s idea remains underdeveloped. The condi-

tions required for light weapons to be “adopted” or “remembered”

as an issue-area of cooperation are left unexplored. 

Some academic, government, NGO and IGO publications focus

on specific recommendations: expanding the UN Conventional Arms

Register to encompass SALW, developing regional and international

codes of conducts on the arms trade, providing assistance to states

for the destruction of surplus weapon stocks, tightening import

and export regulations, and formulating stricter enforcement of

laws on illicit trafficking. These documents tend to dwell on the

form of cooperation envisioned while giving short thrift to how the

international community is expected to get from point A to point

B. To date, few academics have offered more nuanced theoretical
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and reflective vantage points. Lamentably, the most respected cata-

logue of the literature to date—an annotated bibliography published

by the Canadian government, considered a “must-have” for researchers

worldwide, lumps together papers by NGOs like Saferworld and

BASIC and reports released by foreign ministries with scientific out-

puts from research institutes and universities. All are listed as

“scholarly studies.” 

One might argue that the general lack of attention to explaining

how this area has evolved and the failure to apply theories of inter-

national cooperation to explain this is due to the fact that small

arms control is not properly a transboundary concern. In fact, it is

becoming more and more difficult for the case to be made that small

arms control is purely within the domestic purview of states.10 Too

many “weak states” exist that have lost control over their security

functions to make that claim. Borders, across which “excessive and

destabilizing” quantities of weapons flow, are too permeable for

the opposite to be said. The complex trajectories of light weapons

criss-crossing the globe are creating a need for states to cooperate

with one another to address the issue:

Guns left behind by the United States in Vietnam in the 1970s

[have] showed up in the Middle East and Central America; US

and Soviet armaments pumped into Central America in the

1980s are now part of a black market feeding violence in

Colombia and Mexico; weapons from Lebanon’s civil war of

the 1970s and 1980s were used in Bosnia; leftover weapons

from conflicts in Mozambique and Angola are now being smug-

gled into South Africa, Namibia, Zimbabwe, and Zambia; and

in a recent exposé in the New York Times, Raymond Bonner traced

arms flows from the former Yugoslavia, Cambodia, Afghanistan,

and Mozambique to the Tamil Tigers, the guerillas waging a

bloody struggle for Tamil independence in Sri Lanka.11
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Clearly, it is time to move beyond the stage of establishing the

issue and begin theorizing about solutions to the SALW problem at

a systemic level.

In our case, the assignment is undertaken by isolating the deter-

minants of regime formation in the global sphere and then applying

them to small arms. The concept of a regime, or “a set of principles,

norms, rules and decision-making procedures around which actors’

expectations converge in a given issue-area”12 has come to occupy a

central place in the field of International Organization.13 In order

to make sense of the different theories that have arisen around the

concept of regimes, it is useful to typify them. To begin, many of

the theories have been designed to account for the creation, the

extent of influence on other actors, and the maintenance of regimes.

Andreas Hasenclever, Peter Mayer and Volker Rittberger have divided

the studies on regime creation into three schools of thought (elabo-

rating upon earlier distinctions made by Ernst Haas).14

The first school of thought is cognitivist in accent. Forwarding

the position that “ideas matter,” writers like Ernst Haas, Peter Haas

and Christer Jonsson have highlighted the intersubjective nature of

regimes. A centerpiece of cognitive theory is the role of “epistemic

communities,” or a group of experts that operate as a “thought collec-

tive” to spur movement towards the formation of regimes in a given

issue-area. Most recently, a group of “strong cognitivists” have advanced

a rather radical research method under the banner of construc-

tivism.15 The second group counts realists among its members. The

proponents’ most important contribution to regime creation is the

notion of “hegemonic stability,” inspired by the economic regimes

established under the preponderant powers of Great Britain and the

United States respectively.16

Building on economist Charles Kindleberger’s ideas, International

Relations scholars such as Duncan Snidal, Barry Eichengreen and

Robert Gilpin have adapted those economic insights to their disci-

pline. These neoliberal17 analysts have engaged in thinking on what

is required for common interests to be forged in order for a regime
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to be created through analysis of actors’ evaluations of what they

stand to lose or gain. Keohane, Stein, Frohlich and Oppenheimer are

interested in dilemmas of collective action expressed in the form of

prisoner’s dilemmas, the tragedy of the commons or Rousseau’s

parable of the stag hunt. For each school of thought, a correspon-

ding dependent variable is emphasized.

The knowledge-based variable: The first determinant of regime forma-

tion (underlined by cognitivists) is knowledge, or “the sum of technical

information and of theories about that information which com-

mands sufficient consensus at a given time among interested actors

to serve as a guide to public policy designed to achieve some social

goal.”18 New knowledge leads to the eventual redefinition of state

interests (states “learn”). Learning does not automatically translate

into policy change, however. The “how” and “when” of this process

is presently at the source of much spirited discussion among cogni-

tivists. One of the group’s most promising leads concerns the role

of epistemic communities—a group of experts and/or NGOs sharing

a common set of ideas about a given problem, and employing effec-

tive means to spread information about it. The persuasiveness of

ideas alone, however, is not necessarily enough to sway policy makers.

As Peter Haas explains,

…it often takes a crisis or shock to overcome institutional

inertia and habit and spur [policy-makers] to seek help from

an epistemic community. In some cases, information gener-

ated by an epistemic community may in fact create a shock,

as often occurs with scientific advances or reports that make

their way into the news, simultaneously capturing the atten-

tion of the public and policymakers and pressuring them into

action.19

The discovery of the “ozone hole” over Antarctica in 1985, which

became a driving force in negotiations to ban substances that deplete

the ozone layer, is a perfect example.20
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Depending on the nature of the issue-area, certain types of newly

introduced information simply do not hold shock value. Additionally,

not every epistemic community finds itself in a position of una-

nimity.21 Nevertheless, various members of an epistemic community

may infiltrate the channels of political power and generate change.

Additionally, principled ideas (not to be confused with causal ideas)

may have a “profound impact on political action.”22 Principled ideas,

like “slavery is unjust,” are larger and more comprehensive than

strategies for tackling a problem based on an understanding of

causal relationships. This means that even though issue-related

experts may be divided on their plan of action, there is room for

the knowledge variable to have effect. “[P]rincipled ideas enable people

to behave decisively despite causal uncertainty. [They] can shift the

focus of attention to moral issues and away from purely instrumental

ones….”23 We will look for change at both the causal and principled

level.

The power-based variable: The second variable (usually stressed by

Realists) is power. Cooperation in a regime requires the existence of

a major country with the desire to induce other states to act, or a

middle-sized country/coalition of countries with the will to assume

the responsibility of institution-creation. Inertia will govern the issue-

area without a leader.

We state, in contrast, that world powers are not the only actors

capable of serving as leaders in regime formation. Taken to the

extreme, the stricter version translates into the failure of any global

cooperative endeavor not supported by the United States.24  More IR

scholars are admitting that the vast number of issues precludes the

world hegemon from extending its influence over every one.25 In

addition, there are instances in which the influence of the United

States in the process of regime creation is largely immaterial. The

regime to control pollution in the Mediterranean Basin and the

Treaty of Tlatelolco, which established a nuclear weapon free zone

in Latin America, are cases in point. France’s regional dominance

at the time of treaty negotiations allowed it to pressure states to
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join the Mediterranean Action Plan.26 Similarly, Mexico played a

central role in bringing the Treaty of Tlatelolco to life.27

These examples and others illustrate that it is (sometimes) of

greater value to turn to issue-specific hegemons (as opposed to a

world hegemon) in order to predict state behavior. In the words of

Keohane and Nye, “the strong make the rules; but it is strength within

the issue area that counts.”28

At the same time, because the United States is directly implicated

in the light weapons trade by being a major supplier, and because

“nations that are most influential in many circumstances in fact do

possess, most of the time, the attributes normally associated with

power,”29 a commitment by the United States to leadership in the

given issue will strongly sway the chances of regime formation. Yet, an

absence of commitment by the hegemon does not rule out success.

Rather, there is room for lesser powers, often working together and

possessing a “home-field advantage”30  (such as experience in human-

itarian or environmental fields), to exert enough influence for the

condition of power to be met.

The interest-based variable: The final determinant is self-interest as

often advanced by neoliberals. Here cooperation is said to occur

when a solution to a given problem is as compelling as possible—

enough to reassure states that a shift in their interests would be

worthwhile. Actors offset the costs of establishing a regime with

the advantages expected from it.31 States wavering in their decision

to forego their interests must be convinced that the potential agree-

ment will prevent others from cheating, that close to universal

participation is secured, and that the regime is intuitively appealing.

If the regime meets these criteria in a satisfactory manner, its future

is brighter. We argue that all three variables are essential ingredients

in creating a light weapons regime. 

Our framework follows the wisdom of Frederic Pearson who

asserts that the world presently relies on four main regimes to

restrain the spread of military weapons and their delivery systems.

They are: (1) the ensemble of mass destructive weapons accords; (2)
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the Missile Technology Control regime (MTCR)—an agreement among

a number of powers to consult and limit the export of ballistic

missile technology; (3) the Coordinating Committee on Multilateral

Export Controls (now modified from the Cold War to seek restric-

tions on sensitive military transfers to LDCs but formerly an

agreement among Western countries to restrict high-tech technology

flows to the East); and (4) and an evolving set of conventional arms

transfer controls.32 General regime theory permits us to compare

the norms, rules, principles and decision-making procedures in

these security areas and to ask why it has taken so long for a SALW

regime to be created.

In the past five to ten years, the international community has

learned a lot about the extent of the problem posed by the rampant

proliferation and use of small arms and light weapons, as the war

zones realities are being brought to awareness (over 108 armed con-

flicts in 73 countries took place between 1989 and 2000, most of

which were fought and/or continue to be fought with light arma-

ments).33 Also acknowledged are the experiences of those living in

places where low-level violence and other after-effects continue

despite the signing of a peace accord. On a different level, one finds

increasingly addressed the experiences of individuals living in cities

and towns across the globe who must contend with weapon-related

crime in their daily lives.

A significant portion of what we know is owed to case study

work on Africa, Guy Martin34 writes “between 1955 and 1995, some

seven to eight million people died as a result of violent conflict in

Africa, including about 850,000 in the 1994 Rwanda genocide alone.

Of forty-eight recorded ‘genocides’ in the world, twenty have occurred

in Africa. At the end of 1992 there were 23 million refugees—almost

half of the total world refugee population—and about as many

internally displaced persons in Africa.”35 Atrocities like Rwanda are

likely to recur, since a veritable culture of violence has taken or is

beginning to take hold in numerous parts of the continent.36 A sur-
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plus of SALW has meant that many communities are replacing

peaceful practices of conflict resolution with resorting to violence.

Individuals have begun to arm themselves, provoking group fear37

and impeding both democracy and development.

In Central America, too, the “constant recirculation and re-distri-

bution of weapons that have been in the region for decades”38 is an

ongoing concern. The abundance of weapons has made “both petty

crime and massacres like the one that occurred in Chiapas [in 1997]

easy and inexpensive to carry out.”39 Narco-activity, which invari-

ably goes hand in hand with small arms, is high. Light weapons are

often used as payment for narcotics by traffickers, for protection of

marijuana plantations or drug caches, and for carrying out kidnap-

pings, extortion and bank assaults.40 In South Asia, Tara Kartha

observes some worrisome trends such as the ongoing rapid diffu-

sion of weapons eastward of some six to eight billion dollars worth

of weapons supplied to Afghanistan by the US and China in the

1980’s with Pakistan becoming a particular trouble spot.41 In the

former Yugoslavia, “the statistics of war deaths are a measure of

infinite numbers of individual experiences of suffering and grief.”42

Many Kosovars suffer from posttraumatic stress disorder, as a result

of their encounters with small arms.43 Nor is North America immune

to the problem of SALW. While the overall homicide figures in North

American have declined in recent years, firearm murders and knifings

are on the rise in US cities like New York, Phoenix, San Antonio, Los

Angeles and San Francisco44 and in the Canadian provinces of

Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta.45 Violence depicted

in the media and by the entertainment industry has not relented

in frequency or explicitness, leading some, such as writer Dave

Grossman, to call for a “resensitization of America.”46

Area specialists play an important role in highlighting the gravity

of the issue. However, the information contained in these case studies

is frequently “not comparable across countries and regions.”47 There

is now a need for systemic and systematic thinking when it comes
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to theories of cooperation and small arms and light weapons. For a

global regime to emerge, a global understanding of these dynamics

is vital. Keith Krause stresses this point in the following quote:

Although the trade in small arms and light weapons is esti-

mated at between two and three billion dollars a year, we have no

overall picture of which weapons are flowing between which

states. Similarly, although the total number of military-style

firearms in circulation worldwide is estimated at anywhere

between 100 and 500 million (not including the weapons held

by police and security forces), we have no clear idea of where

these weapons are concentrated, and in whose hands. Finally,

although we know that more than 200,000 people are killed

each year by these weapons, we know little about where the

greatest concentrations of casualties are, how and why they

are killed, and what might be done to reduce this toll.48

Fortunately, an epistemic community is emerging with the poten-

tial to supplement the knowledge of area specialists and fill these

“knowledge gaps.” Researchers with the Small Arms Survey at the

Institute Universitaire de Hautes Études Internationales (IUHEI) in

Switzerland, the Norwegian Initiative on Small Arms Transfers

(NISAT) and the Peace Research Institute OSLO (PRIO) in Norway, the

Institute for Security Studies (ISS) in South Africa, and the Bonn

International Center for Conversion (BICC) are making some headway

on this front. Key to knowledge contribution is the Small Arms Survey,

which aims to be “the principal source of public information on

all aspects of small arms, and as a resource center for governments,

policy makers, researchers and activists.”49

Complementing the work of experts is a budding global campaign

in the issue-area of SALW (the International Action Network on Small

Arms [IANSA]). Officially launched at the Hague Appeal for Peace in

1999, the group’s aim is to “promote effective global action to curb
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the proliferation and misuse of small arms.”50 Composed of over

340 religious, humanitarian, arms control and other NGOs, IANSA,

concerned that “governments will take a piecemeal approach,”51

has stressed coordination of issues and transnationalism.

Let us recall that a shock is often required for policymakers to be

moved to act. The fact that we live in a world of “mini-holocausts”52

has not been enough to create the needed shock. Arguably, a shock,

in today’s age of the “sound byte” is best generated by advocacy

groups like those under the umbrella of IANSA. The latter are skilled

at promoting certain facts for the consumption of both the public

and decision-makers in a way that evokes high drama. According to

Canadian foreign minister Lloyd Axworthy, “Civil society activism is

the major factor in ensuring that governments actually take up the

responsibilities that they have now acknowledged are theirs.”53 That

said, NGOs dealing with small arms and light weapons will continue

to need a solid, independent base of knowledge from which to draw, a

resource that can be provided by the academic epistemic community.

Change at the principled level has already been deep. Learning

has occurred in the following overarching areas: a change in thinking

away from a strict definition of national security to include elements

of human security, a greater acceptance of linkages between develop-

ment aims and peace building (exemplified in the OECD’s Development

Assistance Committee’s Guidelines on Conflict, Peace and Development54),

the introduction of “microdisarmament,” and an accent on the

fact that humanitarian law should be taken seriously. These global

principled beliefs have “seeped into the consciousness of policy

makers and other influential groups and individuals”—the point at

which “knowledge becomes salient to regime construction.”55 This

is the point at which we find ourselves now with respect to the small

arms and light weapons issue.

Few would dare posit that knowledge of the problem as a vari-

able is enough to herald a regime or that power dynamics are

irrelevant. So, what kind of leadership exists to shape a regime on
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SALW? As specified earlier, the US is directly implicated in the issue

by being the largest supplier of conventional weapons in the world.

The historical list of foreign military sales involving SALW is long. 

To provide a few examples, between 1980 and 1991, the US govern-

ment sold 33,274 M16 assault rifles, 3,120 40-mm grenade launchers

and 267,000 hand grenades to El Salvador, 38,000 M16 assault rifles,

60,000 hand grenades, 120,000 81-mm high explosive mortar rounds,

2,944 antipersonnel mines and 4,000 antitank mines to Lebanon,

4,800 M16 assault rifles to Somalia, 347,588 hand grenades to Thailand

and 1,000 M16 assault rifles to Zaire. More recent data reveals that

sales have not significantly slackened with buyers such as Egypt,

Bosnia and Bolivia topping the list.56 Critics of US foreign policy point

out instances where sales have been made to repressive regimes.

They also single out the dangers in the US practice of giving away

unneeded weapons rather than destroying them. This trend has

risen since 9-11 with the US “more willing than ever to sell or give

away weapons to countries that have pledged assistance in the global

war on terror.”57

Overall, it would appear that the Bush administration is not as

cooperative-minded on the matter as was the Clinton administration.

During the Clinton presidency, former Secretary of State Madeline

Albright chose to speak out on tackling the obstacles presented by

the excessive flow and indiscriminate use of small arms and light

weapons in a series of major speeches. In contrast, the US under Bush

has shown signs of hostility towards the issue as exhibited, for example,

in a much-talked about speech given by John Bolton, the US Under

Secretary of State for Arms Control and International Security at the

UN conference—noteworthy for his brusqueness in tone and its attacks

on the global small arms process.58

Studies that strive to show that we are living in an era in which

“soft power” carries the day tend to ignore that appearances can be

deceiving. As Lisa Martin point outs, “Governments that give in to

U.S. pressure, for example, may need to conceal this behind a veil

of ‘multilateral agreement,’ for domestic purposes.”59 Conversely,
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when the US is not interested in cooperating, other countries may

abstain, too, having been released from perceived or real obligation—

as occurred when the US refused to ratify the nuclear test ban treaty

and interest by other states subsequently crumbled. Weak American

interest in a potential SALW regime equals weak prospects for its

emergence. 

All promise is not lost for an outcome favorable to regime sup-

porters, however. Presently, a major stumbling block to stronger US

commitment to leadership is anxiety over interference in legal global

sales and the fear that movement towards a global regime will rouse

the ire of the domestic gun lobby. Such worries are reflected in the

US’s careful crafting of its current strategy. “The strategy,” according

to Daniel Nelson, “is to appear ‘activist’ and show concern about the

‘cheap and deadly arms’ in which the world is awash, while pushing

the arms trade discourse decisively away from the legitimate trade

in arms or the sale of individual weapons to sportsmen, collectors,

businesspeople, and homeowners.”60 But this could change if activists

in support of a regime exert stronger pressure. The US government

could furthermore arrive at the conclusion that global controls

need not unduly interfere with domestic legislation that permits

ownership of nonmilitary-style weapons.

Another source of promise emanates from signs of fledgling lead-

ership in other quarters of the world. Increasingly, middle powers

can make a difference, lending support to those who place faith in

the pull of “soft power.” Here one must consider the support of

European countries. The flexible Human Security Network is also

proving to be a viable avenue for small arms dialogue and alliance

building.61 Furthermore, Canada has expressed interest in taking up

the reigns of power. What we see presently is leadership “by small

arms niche”—France and Switzerland taking charge with respect to

initiatives on tracing small arms, Canada on war-affected children,

and so on.

While the world waits for leadership, economic and military inter-

ests will need to be overcome in the meantime. These interests,
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though very real to policymakers and military heads, are to a certain

degree malleable: “States may not always know what they want and

are receptive to teaching about what are appropriate and useful

actions to take.”62 In time, with heightened knowledge and through

learning, states may become convinced that a global small arms

regime is in their interest. Why? Because multilateral controls are

intuitively appealing in that they are generally in the global interest

of humanity. 

Following the logic of interest-based theories, it is fair to say that

most states will not consider changing course and working towards

a common goal unless certain stringent criteria are met (specifically,

enforcement, participation and solution-salience) that will optimize

the expected value of a regime. Any sign of a defect in a proposed

small arms institutional arrangement will predictably be used by

nations as an excuse not to participate. 

Without a concrete regime proposal on the table, it is difficult to

speculate how these issues will be treated in the future. Current agree-

ments and proposals are regional in scope. Among the most important

agreements on SALW in place to date are: the Organization of American

States Inter-American Convention Against the Illicit Manufacturing

of and Trafficking in Firearms, Ammunition, Explosives and Other

Related material and their Component Parts, the Moratorium on the

Manufacture, Export and Import of Light Weapons in West Africa, the

European Union Code of Conduct on Arms Exports, and the European

Union Joint Action on Small Arms and Light Weapons. Unfortunately,

these initiatives are not sufficient and coordinated action at the

multilateral level is a must. While some global proposals exist, mobi-

lization is still in the process of being gathered.

A key place where preliminary talks on a comprehensive ap-

proach63 to the problem are occurring is at the United Nations.64 A

“Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit

Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in all its aspects” was agreed

upon by UN member governments. However, US intransigence has

caused some to label this effort as a potential failure.65
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But apart from this fly in the ointment, the Programme of Action

itself has major flaws that will not adequately address the problem

of SALW proliferation. As Krause notes, the language of the docu-

ment is “nonconstraining,” and many important issues that needed

to be addressed were not in the document. For instance, there is no

mention of the creation of an international body to trace illicit

SALW. No attempt was made to set up a regulatory mechanism for

civilian possession of these weapons. There was no expressed com-

mitment to increase the transparency in the way these weapons are

produced, stockpiled or traded. There was also no indication of the

need to address the issue of developing a code of conduct among

the countries exporting these weapons legally. Finally, no mention

is made of developing a process of regulating arms brokers.66

Despite this negative evaluation of the UN Conference on SALW,

there is a sense that information brought to light at this event has

helped to raise the level of consciousness within the international

community. As Jacques Fomerand understands the matter, “genuine

diplomacy”67 is normally not what goes on at such conferences.

These events are “not meant to be arenas for making authoritative

decisions.” Instead, “UN global conferences encourage a process of

action-oriented reflection and research that feeds and sustains

international discussions. In doing so, they are an important factor

in the sharing of information at the planetary level….” Beyond

knowledge creation, “their key function is to act, in the name of

the international community, as a source of legitimization—that is

to say, to give a seal of approval or disapproval to the competing

claims, policies, and action of the participants involved in the inter-

national political process.” Their usefulness “hinges on the intensity

of the energies” mobilized and unleashed at these global confer-

ences.68 The United Nations Conference on small arms should be seen

as an opportunity for a send-off—a true beginning to the diplomatic

process. The success of the Programme of Action “will ultimately be

measured by its ability to catalyze a wide range of multilateral and

national measures.”69
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However, the Programme of Action does contain some important

ideas upon which states can build their commitments: enhancing

national legislation on the production and transfer of light weapons,

improving marking, transparency, improving the system of end-

user certificates to help prevent diversion and illicit trafficking of

SLAW, and protecting stockpiles of SALW. Special attention is paid

to peacebuilding in the document. This means commitments to

effective disarmament, demobilization and reintegration programs,

including the collection, control and destruction of SALW. 

The UN Secretary-General and his Under-Secretary-General for

Disarmament Affairs wish to contain the SALW regime creation pro-

cess within the confines of the organization postconference. As a

locale for attention raising and norm building, the United Nations is

ideal. As a negotiating platform, the UN is less so. This is because a

forum where consensus is required waters down the content of a

regime to the lowest common denominator so that the regime’s com-

ponents can be acceptable to all. A consensus would be unlikely to

obtain even in the slightly more intimate setting of the Conference

on Disarmament. Those living in societies afflicted by overflowing

supplies of SALW cannot afford to wait a long time. Nor do they wish

for an agreement so diluted in content that its implications would be

essentially meaningless. A freestanding arrangement outside UN

channels, similar to the Ottawa Convention on Landmines, might

better meet the challenges of enforcement and solution-salience. 

The eventuality of a regime unfolding in this manner is quite

plausible for two reasons. Firstly, the process that governed the

creation of the landmines treaty is increasingly viewed as a model

for future weapons restriction regimes (solution-salience). Secondly,

such a way of proceeding is historically grounded. Ken Rutherford

argues that “the Ottawa diplomacy process is not as new as some

have thought.”70 He cites the Hague Conventions of 1899 that called

for a ban on certain weapons like dum-dum bullets and chemical

gases as a valid earlier precedent. He furthermore suggests that

“consensus-based voting at international conferences is a relatively
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recent phenomenon.” The similarities between the Hague and Ottawa

Conventions are remarkable: “[E]ach lacked the support of many

major state powers, each was negotiated by majority voting, and

each was achieved in a very short time.” Both agreements were more-

over initiated at the behest of a political leader and not an interna-

tional organization. Of course, regulating small arms presents

challenges that

Hague and Ottawa supporters did not [have to] face: first, civilian

ownership of light weapons is legal in many states, and second,

light weapons have legitimate uses in certain circumstances.

Such obstacles will inevitably attract state opposition and in-

crease the costs of educating the public and governments….71

Nevertheless—history, while an imperfect guide to predicting state

behavior—is as reasonable as any other guide at this premature stage.

Nay-sayers cannot refute the fact that agreements have been reached

before despite strong countervailing interests. There are occasions

when rational self-interested calculation leads state actors to relin-

quish independent decision-making in favor of joint decision-making,

proving wrong the proposition “that there simply will not be joint

gains for which it is feasible for actors to cooperate.”72

The international community is witnessing the coming together

of variables—knowledge, power, and interest—that may usher in a

regime to control the excessive flow and indiscriminate use of small

arms and light weapons in the near future. Long ignored by policy-

makers, the costs of SALW—humanitarian, political, economic,

ecological, social, cultural, psychological and spiritual in nature—

are simply too great to ignore any longer. 

Our approach drew on the conditions for cooperation developed

by regime scholars. We showed that knowledge matters, power

matters and the ability to overcome self-interests matters. A multi-

variate analysis allowed a coherent picture to emerge of where we

are today with respect to SALW. With greater knowledge of the
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problem, with a leader, and with countervailing interests adequately

addressed, the chances for a global agreement on creating a SALW

regime would be greatly improved. Of course, the international

community is not quite there yet. It will be a “long, hard road.”73

Overall, however, as we look ahead to the Review Conference in 2006,

the outlook is fairly positive. If a regime is realized, curbing the

weapons used most often in contemporary violence will be a

crucial building block for a sustained global peace.
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W H Y  D O E S  O N E  P A R T  of a society try

to exterminate another part? How and why does such a culture of

violence develop? Why do bystanders, particularly agencies charged

with the responsibility for stopping such extermination, agencies

even founded in part precisely to stop genocide—such as the United

Nations—fail to do so? This is a critical question; for if a "Culture of

Peace” and a “Culture of Prevention” are to be developed, it is crucial

to know why genocide, widely regarded as one of the most heinous,

if not the most heinous, form of violence humans perpetrate on

one another, develops, and, once started, why it is not stopped. A

“Culture of Peace” cannot be developed without understanding the

nature of an already established “Culture of War,” particularly the

epidemic of intrastate wars and ethnic conflicts that at their worst

ended up in genocide. A “Culture of Prevention” cannot be created

until one understands how a “Culture of Indifference and Inaction

to Conflicts” has also developed.1 This must be the point of depar-

ture to any discussion of building sustainable peace.

After all, it is widely agreed that if there was any case where

genocide could have been prevented or at least mitigated, Rwanda

provides such an example. There were plenty of early warnings that

a massive slaughter could have been expected. The perpetrators of
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the genocide used very low-tech means—largely machetes and

clubs—to kill most of the victims. It would have taken a very small,

effective force to stop the genocide.2 There was a UN peacekeeping

force present in the country that even kept control of the airport

during all the violence. Western forces—namely Belgian, French,

and Italian—were dispatched to the country almost immediately

after the violence started, but left after rescuing their ex-pats. An

American Special Forces unit was nearby that, we have now learned,

sent in a reconnoitering mission that reported on the slaughter

underway.3 Later, when the genocide had been well developed,

another extremely well armed French force was once again sent

into the country in Opération Turquoise, but did not take an active

role in stopping the genocide and, in fact, has been accused of abet-

ting the escape of the génocidaires.4

Further, norms5 against genocide were well established interna-

tionally. The Genocide Convention had been in place for over forty

years; the vast majority of states had signed and ratified it. The

greatest hit film showing on world screens in the five months

preceding the commencement of the massive slaughter of 800,000

Tutsi in Rwanda was Schindler’s List, a Hollywood movie that went

on to win a number of Academy Awards. Virtually anyone who saw

that movie about the Holocaust walked out afterwards saying to

themselves, “Never Again!” Yet, at the very same time, the country

in which the film had been produced, the major hegemonic power

in the world, deliberately refused to depict what was happening as

a genocide lest it felt obligated to act, indicating at the very least

that the antigenocide norm was accepted, had legitimacy and was

operative, and even provided a sense of obligation, however weak,

to act.6 This, at the very least, suggests that statements, policies and

clear commitments backed even by public support do not deter-

mine that a norm will prevail in determining action. 

How do antigenocide norms attain preeminence? What institu-

tions help strengthen a norm against genocide? How is it done?

These are important questions, but there are even prior ones. How
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do norms that endorse genocide develop and gain preeminence?

How do norms that reinforce inaction and indifference as a

response develop? This study focuses on the latter two questions

and the various answers provided without attempting to provide a

definitive answer. Instead, various interpretations and answers to

the questions are analyzed to examine whether cultures shape and

define political institutions and socialize the people who work in

these institutions, or whether politics and the quest for power and

status are the key factors in developing a culture.

In his book on the Rwanda genocide, Mahmood Mamdani argues

that there are three types of explanation of the genocide—political,

economic, and cultural.7 Bruce Jones offered a political synchronic

explanation for the ill-conceived strategic actions of the major players

in facilitating peace through planning the integration of the armed

forces,8 creating the broad-based transitional government (BBTG) in

Rwanda, and deploying peacekeepers to facilitate the process, strate-

gies that failed to take sufficient account of the real dangers from

spoilers and of the capacities and willingness of the various parties

to deal with these threats.9 Mamdani offered a diachronic political

explanation of the genocide itself rooted in the reification of the

racial dichotomy of Hutus and Tutsis by the colonial powers in the

political institutions of the state. Prior to colonialism, Rwanda had

been a state with a social division of labor divided between pastoral-

ists and cultivators which placed pastoralists, mainly Tutsi, in an

elite position, but which also had developed differential structures

of social order in which actors from the different social orders

operated and came together at different levels so that power was

both centralized and diffused through different systems of social

control.10 The reified and centralized system of control that replaced

this when the Belgians took over the colony in the 1920s and 1930s

and introduced its rigid racial divisions11 was adopted after the

1959 revolution, the proclamation of a republic in January 1961,

the September 1961 plebiscite to end the monarchy, and after inde-

pendence in 1962, by the postcolonial state that reinforced those
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identities in the name of justice even while it replaced the auto-

nomous colonial elite with one deeply embedded in the social

fabric of the society and its mundane everyday activities. The end

result was that it significantly reduced the tensions between the tran-

scendental values and ordinary life for Hutus while it, at the same

time, enormously increased the distrust, tensions and violence

between Hutu and Tutsi. 

Thus, for Mamdani, “Hutu and Tutsi are best understood, not as

market based or cultural identities, but as political identities repro-

duced first and foremost through a form of the state.”12 The second

Habyarimana republic that took power in 1973 tried to redefine

Tutsis in terms of ethnicity rather than race, but did not succeed in

destroying the identification of Tutsis as foreign settlers of a different

race from the purportedly indigenous Hutus. The racial dichotomy

was revived when the Ugandan revolution failed to resolve its own

crisis of postcolonial citizenship and exported it back to Rwanda

when the Tutsi-dominated Rwandan Patriotic Forces (RPF) invaded

Rwanda in October of 1990. The conceptual conditions for genocide

had been well institutionalized and historical events served as the

catalyst to enact them, for under the threat of war and the perceived

reestablishment of the dominance of an alien racial group, the racist

extremist faction grew in strength, launched a coup, and began the

genocide on 6 April 1994.

Peter Uvin offered the fullest economic explanation of the genocide

and documented the social and structural factors developed and

reinforced in that society by the international aid community before

the violence against the Tutsi broke out during the second republic.13

In particular, Uvin critiqued the role of the World Bank, the

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the development agencies of

various Western countries for their role first in developing an eco-

nomic system in which the leaders became dependent for their

wealth and status on the inflow of external aid. However, when the

commodity price of coffee, the main export crop, crashed in 1989,

the IMF insisted on restructuring, weakening the state apparatus,
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creating a motive for corruption, and throwing Rwanda into a crisis

that encouraged the RPF invasion. Given the reigning ideology of

the international bankers, the IMF insisted on structural adjustment

and advocated a reduction in the size of government and the estab-

lishment of free-market reforms and norms without taking into

consideration the particular circumstances of Rwanda. 

Added pressures for democratic reform piled a political crisis on

top of the economic one. Once the invasion took place and the

Rwandan army was forced to expand immediately, what had been

proportionately one of the smallest armies in Africa (Rwanda was

famed among development agencies in the 1880s for having the

lowest expenditures on the armed forces) grew sixfold. At the same

time, the IMF incorporated arms and military reduction targets as

a condition of its loans just when the Rwandan government was in

the midst of fighting a war. On top of the economic, political and

military crisis, the donor governments added pressures to restruc-

ture civil society when donor countries such as Canada introduced

conditionality to its loans and insisted on strengthening human

rights, thus stressing the creation of social capital as a condition of

financial aid. Insisting on multiparty democracy, insisting on eco-

nomic restructuring and government downsizing that created

enormous insecurity for a major part of the ruling class, insisting

on military downsizing when the country was faced with a civil

war, and demanding enhanced attention to human rights all could

be virtuous reforms. But at that time and under those circum-

stances, they weakened those in power who tried to mediate between

what Mamdani termed the racist faction and the reformers as the

development agencies attempted to strengthen those who advocated

a pluralist democratic and ethnic society without discrimination,

but without any clout to bring into operation their valued reforms.14

Mamdani’s diachronous political explanation for the growth and

development of racism and genocide, Jones’ synchronous political

analysis of the weakness of the strategic decisions and actions taken

to foster peace, and Uvin’s economic structural analysis of the
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impact of foreign aid in exacerbating the crisis in Rwanda all presume

a universal dichotomy of rational and irrational. For Mamdani, it is

rational to develop political states in which membership norms

are based on residence in the territory of that state and not on

ethnicity and particularly not on race. For Jones, rational decisions

of leaders must be both coherent and comprehensive in taking

into consideration all the factors that might threaten the peace

and creating all the necessary and sufficient conditions to foster

that peace. For Uvin, it is irrational to impose cookie-cut economic

solutions and conditionality for aid after first making the status

and security of the leadership class dependent on that aid and then

failing to take into account the historical circumstances of the state

in question at that time. 

The prevalence of a norm of rationality lay behind the reforms

of the economic development community, behind Mamdani’s histor-

ical analysis of the conditions that foster genocide, and behind Jones’

analysis of the strategic thinking required to create conditions for

conflict management. All these rational approaches deliberately

eschew taking into consideration the customs and norms of the

local community in question. 

Samantha Power, Peter Ronayne, and Michael Barnett offered three

types of cultural explanations of why potential interveners failed to

intervene and stop the genocide.15 In all three cases, a culture repre-

sents a set of norms and habits, mental and behavioral characteristics

of an institution, each institution reflecting its uniqueness and

difference from other cultures in the particular set of norms that

characterize it and the historical explanation for their predomi-

nance. All these notions of culture stand in apparent opposition to

culture as an inherited volkgeist or spirit presumably characteristic

of a nation or ethnic group, or culture as the cultivation of an

inner authentic spirituality independent of external norms and

influences. 

Power’s analysis of the US failure documented her country’s “consis-

tent policy of nonintervention in the face of genocide” as testimony
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to a ruthlessly effective system in which, “No US president has ever

made genocide prevention a priority, and no US president has ever

suffered politically for his indifference to its occurrence.”16 Only

the moral courage of the few demonstrated a path to break through

this institutionalized indifference. For Peter Ronayne, only strength-

ening other institutional norms, more specifically the growing

anti-genocide norms and values, could challenge the preeminence

of state norms based on interests and strategic calculations.17 In

Barnett’s attempt to understand the decisions of the UN from

within the context of the goals, informal and formal rules and

norms, beliefs and expected outcomes of its leaders, that is, from

within the bureaucratic culture of the UN, he analyzed how UN

officials and member government representatives in the Security

Council came to believe that indifference was the correct response.

This indifference was rooted in a principled concern for the life of

the United Nations as a whole and in the principle of neutrality as

well as an accumulation of strategic and expedient steps not offset

by cognitive practices that would allow reality to penetrate and

challenge the constructed reality created by those institutionalized

norms and practices. 

In effect, though not motivated by rational calculations of power,

UN officers had overwhelmingly become individuals no longer

motivated by a search for either truth or justice, but were merely

“empty vessels” to ensure the survival of the organization of which

they were a part. This affected the mechanisms for interpreting

knowledge and the evaluations they made of the institution as well

as the mechanisms and processes for making policy, not to mention

the policy environment itself. 

None of the cultural theorists, however, raised questions (let

alone answered them except in the vaguest way) concerning the

social processes through which competing sets of norms are mediated,

how norms gain preeminence and are institutionalized, and which

agents bear the burden of such institutionalization. If the key to

dealing with violence cannot be adequately understood through
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appraising the role and power of culturally embedded norms, the

ball is thrown back into the court of the universalists. Is violence

and various indifferent and/or inadequate responses to it fostered

by incoherent political strategic thinking, or by failing to adopt a

political ideal of membership in the state rooted in residency

rather than ethnicity or, even worse, race, or by political economic

practices that create severe economic strains on the state through

trade, monetary and finance problems that foster conflict and

corruption in the competition for scarce resources? Before we turn

back to the universalists, a more detailed exploration of the cultural

models is required.

Whatever the different approaches of Power, Ronayne and Barnett,

they all focused on the persistence of norms and practices that not

only resisted change,18 but also deformed the perception of reality

deliberately or unconsciously by constructing the depiction of events

at odds with the overwhelming evidence. Further, though there

are heroic exceptions, these authors suggest that societies and

organizations are existentially prior to any individual. They do not

begin their analysis, as Bruce Jones does, with the assumption that

political actors are individual rational decision-makers. 

This debate goes back to Hegel and his critique of social contract

theory, a position taken up later in the nineteenth century by 

sociologists such as Wilhelm Dilthey and George Simmel of the

German Geiseswissenschaften that attempted to understand the forma-

tion of the historical world in terms of the interaction between

desire and life and the construction of an objectified world. In

Dilthey, and in Collingwood in the twentieth century, this process

of constructing that objectified world was best grasped through

empathetic reenactment, through verstehen, through the analysis of

the thoughts—the goals, norms, beliefs and anticipated conse-

quences—and decisions of individual political actors. This approach

thereby attempted to bridge the gap between methodological indi-

vidualism and any assumption of a preexisting group mindset, a

political identity derivative from cultural identity that Mamdani
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critiqued.19 The presumption of a “group mind” was presupposed

in the persistence of nationalism of various forms at the base of

violent conflict rooted in clashes between cultures in the wars in

the Balkans. However, the presumption of a “group mind” was also

presupposed in the Second World War in the fight against fascism,

in the Cold War fight against communism, and in the current war

against international terrorism and Muslim extremism—only these

cultural wars were upheld as wars between different views of civi-

lization, or, more often, between civilization and barbarism. A

specific culture that upheld the values of democracy and freedom,

and that eschewed authoritarianism and dogmatic intolerance, was

identified with the higher civilization considered to be the universal

telos of the international order based on universal rights that could

link the fate of an individual with the rest of humankind through

scientific and technological progress and the only method that could

successfully reign in the excesses of nationalism without oppression.

The heirs to the Dilthey/Collingwood tradition, such as Michael

Barnett, while accepting that individuals could be embedded in the

Geist of the political collectivity to which they belonged, avoided 

a presumption of a reified group mind and insisted that the indi-

vidual was ontologically prior to the collectivity even if the collectivity

was existentially prior to the individual. However, for Mahmood

Mamdani, such thinkers fell into another error. In their insistence

on recognizing the sovereignty of the individual mind over the

social situation, in their effort to understand the mind sub specie

internitatis, in the name of history and understanding decision-

making in terms of its time and place, they gave short shrift to the

historical process (of state formation for Mamdani) that led to and

altered political identities. For critics such as Mamdani, culture was

derivative of this historical process and not the main determinant

of it. 

If the development of a group mind must be grasped, both as an

historical product of a political process and as a process that is the

expression and articulation of minds overwhelmingly constituted and
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shaped by the norms and values and priorities of the collectivities of

which the individuals are members, we have to go back to the

Hegelian roots before the schism between these two premises took

place—the split between the Dilthey/Collingwoodian subjective ideal-

ists of the empathetic school and the historicism of thinkers such

as Mamdani who place such a strong emphasis on political histor-

ical processes and the competition for power that shapes our

outlooks.

If we have to go back to the roots of the schism between the

historicity of subjective idealism and the historicism of the dynamics

of power (and money, I would add), then we must once again examine

the dialectic of desire and life in the analysis of the relationship of

lord and bondsman in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit.20 There are

two basic interpretations of this dialectic. In one popularized in

the twentieth century by the Hungarian/Parisian Marxist intellec-

tual, Alexandre Kojève, who had such a powerful influence on the

post WWII intellectual tradition, conflict is rooted in the clash of

power and the quest for recognition of that power via an interpersonal

expression of deference. 

Two knights cross paths. Each demands of the other that he be

recognized as dominant. Each refuses to give that recognition. They

clash, each willing to risk his life to gain the recognition of the

other. If one kills the other, though he wins, he also loses for he

forfeits obtaining the recognition that he sought. So in the desire

to be as a god vis-à-vis the other, both in the expression of greater

power and as a giver of life, the victor allows the other to live so

long as the other agrees to be his servant. The loser, willing to

surrender his desire for recognition to be a god to another in the

name of life and survival, agrees. He becomes a bondsman to the

other as lord. The lord achieves his desire to be recognized as a god

and lord of all he surveys at the same time as he is relieved from

the tedium of tending to his own material survival for he now has

a servant to provide the necessities of life. The defeated one survives

as a servant and surrenders his desire for power, but has the satis-
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faction of knowing that the lord is dependent on him both for

recognition and for his material sustenance. This is the version of

the tale of the lord and the bondsman that directly leads to the

historicism of power in accounts of genocide such as in Mahmood

Mamdani. The objectified world is a product of replaying clashes of

power arising out of a particular past, and set of historical circum-

stances, in the search for identity and recognition in the real world;

though the replay does not imitate the original process of colonial

enslavement.21

In the other version of the tale of the lord and bondsman—one

that claims to reveal the deeper sources of the human intellect and

spirit beneath any quest for power and recognition—the clash occurs

between two mortals who recognize they are mortal but who desire

divine recognition for their way of life. Here prestige and recogni-

tion are not the means to gain deference or even, more instru-

mentally, money or power, though these may be byproducts, but is

the very basis for determining social stratification and value priori-

ties in society by creating a hierarchy of different lifestyles originally

tied to the means of production. It is the clash between Cain and

Abel. Each represents a different culture and one must be recog-

nized as having priority. The cowboy and the farmer can’t be friends.

One requires the open range. The other needs fences and enclosed

land. One is a herdsman such as the archetypal Tutsi (as distinct

from the historically real one) who sacrifices the best of his animals

to earn the recognition as God’s chosen one on earth. The farmer,

the archetypal Hutu, offers the best of his grain to demonstrate

that desire for divine recognition is more important than the

material production in which he is engaged to sustain life. The

divine power of the imperial realm accepts the sacrifice of the

herdsman and gives His recognition to the Tutsi to be his loyal

servant. In a rage, the Hutu lashes out and slays the Tutsi. Two cul-

tures, rooted in two different economic ways to sustain life, clash

materially, but, more importantly, clash in the quest for historical

recognition for which way of life has priority in the divine scheme. 
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The first tale roots the genesis of violent conflict in an atheistic

vision of a desire for humans to be recognized by other humans as

god, as having superior power, and willing to risk life for that

recognition. In the master-servant relationship that results from

such a clash, the master from his upstairs perspective sees the

servant as protected by him and dependent on him for his survival.

The servant from his downstairs perspective sees the master as

dependent on him for his survival. Further, whereas the servant

knows everything about the master’s world, the world of the servant

remains a total mystery to the master so that the servant sees his

cognitive realm as more comprehensive and objective than the

construction of reality created upstairs. 

In the second tale, two mortals clash who represent two different

ways of material life and two different cultures clash. Each is willing

to sacrifice the best of his way of life in service of the divine and for

divine recognition. They do not begin as warriors but as peaceful

human beings intent on doing their best to survive in this world,

but also driven by a desire to gain recognition for their effort.

Violent conflict is primarily a product of cultural conflict and not

of a quest for power in this world. The violence does not end with

one culture ruling over the other, but with the supercession of both

cultures in a new way of life. 

In one version, the history of power conflicts leads to the construc-

tion of a version of objective reality. In the other, our construction

of the objectified world is a result of tradition shaping our norms,

beliefs and even character, norms that lead either to clashes with

others who construct the objectified world differently, or to

passivity in the face of such clashes. In each perspective, there are

really three different realms. The first is the realm of life and the

quest for survival that results in an economic way of life that in its

most basic form entails the production and consumption of food

and the territorial mode of life and technology that goes with it.

The second is the realm of desire and creativity in the quest to

demonstrate that the human spirit is not restricted by the demands
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of the material world, a realm that leads to constructing, compre-

hending and understanding the world in a specific way and pro-

duces a specific form of rationality. The third realm is the real

world, the world in which different ways of life and different

rational constructions clash, indicating the existence of an objec-

tive realm independent of the subject. 

Thus, as well as the inclusive culture of a particular form of

master and servant, we have the creation of class cultures. In the

cultural version of the interaction of these different realms within

and between cultures, conflicts between different forms of master-

servant culture and within each one lead to violence and challenges

to the rational order that has been constructed. In the historical

version of the interaction of these different realms, the system of

restricting membership and access to power within each master-

servant system, and between and among ways of defining and

distributing power, produces violence that reveals the limitations

on the way systems allow access to membership. One of the virtues

of this perspective is that culture is viewed as a protean product of

history and human agents who both inherit and have an impact

on its development by their actions in pursuit of power. Culture is

not reified, identified with established patterns, customs or norms,

or considered homogeneous in any one society. Nor is there a

presumption that all members of a society share the same sense of

culture. Ironically, however, the analysis leaves a reader with the

conviction that the power of a culture (such as the view of the other

as a race of foreign interlopers) can be dominant in a society in

response to changing circumstances and crises. 

In the political theories, two utopian solutions are envisioned.

In one, there is equality of membership within each political con-

struction. People are not divided into different groups by ethnicity

or race. Each individual has equal and full membership rights. As a

by-product, it is held that these different democratic systems will

not war with one another. In the second utopian scheme that gives

priority to the economic over the political sphere, the stress is on
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cosmopolitan membership that does away with territorial political

constructions and has as its ideal a world in which there are no class

divisions. One envisions the construction of a world made up of

equal states, each with equality of political membership within each

without privileging a particular ethnicity or discriminating on the

basis of race. The other envisions the construction of a single polit-

ical world without class divisions. The individualist rational school

(represented by Bruce Jones) presumes that individuals already are

capable of detached instrumental rational calculation and do not

need to create political or economic utopias to avoid violent conflict.

The last is rooted in a basic presumption about the congruity of the

material pursuit of survival or a life force and reason that has its intel-

lectual heir in René Descartes. It contrasts with a rational system

rooted in the pursuit of interests whose intellectual ancestor is John

Locke, and a rational system of power relations whose modern

founder is Thomas Hobbes.22

Once the belief in the benevolence of nature was discarded, that

is, that nature existed to serve human ends, and the belief was

adopted that knowledge had to be based on certainties arrived at

by a rational method, then species and classes, correlations and

laws became constructs rather than mirrors of a natural order, and

reason itself became simply an instrument for security, for survival,

or for power in a world of atomic individuals who only belong to

wholes they themselves construct.

All of the above three ways of dealing with overcoming conflict

and violence are rooted in the common enlightenment presumption

that individual political human autonomy is best achieved by the

pursuit of human happiness without a telos, a final cause or end in

which reason functions as an instrument of the passions, whether

it be a passion for power or for pursuing material acquisitiveness,

or even for the pursuit of the divine omniscience of comprehensive

knowledge. Human freedom and the pursuit of happiness is just a

self-serving project. 
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At the other pole are the cultural theorists who presume that

there will always be cultural clashes. The way of ensuring that these

do not become violent entails putting in place institutional mecha-

nisms for allowing our constructed intellectual versions of the

world to be challenged by a reality and/or morality independent of

those constructions. Cultural theorists tend to be anti-utopian both

with respect to any ideal of a perfect detached rational calculation

or concerning any political or economic system that can overcome

and prevent violence. The best we can do is to manage and mitigate

conflict to prevent and limit violence as much as possible. Contrary

to the presumption that identifies these theorists with a utopian

idealism, these various versions of subjective idealism already

presume that an individual belongs to some higher (and, in some

sense, sacred) transcendent order that obligates individuals to pursue

goals not simply dictated by self-service and this saves them from

utopianism. Instead, humans pursue a wholeness that is with them

from the start. 

The two radically different interpretations of life, desire and 

the lordship/bondage relationship are often distinguished as the

“scientific” atheistic approach that stresses the inherent logic of

development independent of any higher order, and the “herme-

neutic” approach that interprets the science of experience itself as

a sequence of illusory visions that the absolute that is with us from

the start is also realizable in human historical time, for the absolute

is always a beyond to which we belong but which we can never fully

inhabit. Having lost faith in either an immediate or a mediated

knowledge of the highest ground of being, and driven by the

failure to establish any certainty about the human good, enlighten-

ment thought first begins with systematic doubt and skepticism in

the attempt to find a solid foundation in reason itself and then

turns to human power or interests. 

We will have to return to the issue of whether any process can

overcome the fundamental divisions in understanding between
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enlightenment universal schools for understanding modernity and

cultural approaches, but we must first expand our comprehension

of those cultural approaches.

Though all cultural schools are anti-utopian, they can be divided

into three groups, depending on the realm they rely upon to rescue

us from our limited constructed worlds. For a scholar such as Power,

the source of salvation rests in the life world that also maintains a

fundamental human moral sensibility that allows humankind not

only to rise above the pattern of institutional restrictions, but pro-

vides the criteria—human rights norms—for measuring the limitations

of any institutional constructions. It is the one cultural school (and

for that matter, the only school, including the three universalistic

rational schools) that adopts an overt cosmopolitan approach that

insists that all humans ultimately belong to a common human culture

of rights and freedoms. The antidote to intrastate and interstate

rivalries and hatreds is neither a common and heightened use of

reason, nor the pursuit of economic self-interest within a frame-

work of fair and just norms not dictated by either ideology or

paternalism, nor even a system of democratic states that eschews

ethnic nationalism or racial jingoism but treats all its residents as

equal citizens under the law. Nor, for that matter, is salvation to be

found in a critical rationality that ensures that we can cut through

our cultural prejudices and fixed patterns of giving shape to reality.

Even developing and strengthening international legal norms,

such as the genocide convention, and ensuring that they have teeth,

is not the direction that needs to be stressed. Instead, we must

strengthen the relations among nations by developing an extant

global culture already present within those states that recognize

and protect human rights, rights that must be protected univer-

sally through cross-national cooperation and transnational efforts

backed by the power of those states. Such a program is not to be

confused with its weak sister that works towards creating mutual

human understanding by simply relying on cultural internation-

alism in which international cooperation is fostered through the
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exchange of ideas and persons through scholarly, artistic, and

interstate cultural and athletic exchanges. Rousseau, as the “discov-

erer” of a “natural” wholeness presupposed to lie beneath the harsh

realities encountered, was not so naïve. Though relying on a pre-

cognitive sentiment rather than intellectual apprehension, freedom

had to rest on a human capacity common to us all, but progress

could only be made through the battle between those with human

and poetic sensibilities and the political-military giants that ruled

the world.23

For a scholar such as Barnett, the source of salvation is not to 

be found in an inner moral and spiritual excellence sensitive to the

natural needs of all humans, but in the norms that regulate human

society. However corrupted those norms have become in fostering

self-service and hypocrisy, salvation resides in the realm of intellectual

creativity that at once allows us to create a second order constructed

reality and to develop intellectual institutions that allow that very

same constructed reality to be tested and challenged. In Barnett,

culture stresses social and cognitive processing more than institu-

tional patterning.24 For Ronayne, who belongs to a third cultural

school, the moral sensitivities that Power relies upon and the intel-

lectual creativity that Barnett requires have already led to the

creation of countervailing cultural norms and institutions within

the system. The culture is not monolithic. What is required is to

strengthen those cultural institutions and norms that reflect this

moral sensitivity and more comprehensive intellectual frame, and

to allow the limitations of the predominant cultural norms to be

overcome. 

One of the most glaring ironies of the difference between the

cultural and the universalist schools is that the universalist schools

end up distinguishing between irrational and rational cultures (ethnic

and racial cultures versus states based on equal membership of

everyone within a territory; a culture based on inaccurate and inade-

quate observations and analysis versus a clear and farsighted culture

of rational wise observers, analysts and decision-makers; a global
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economic system based on dependency that corrupts the soul and

the institutions of any state versus one that encourages independ-

ence and integrity). At the same time, the cultural schools find

salvation in that which provides a unitary basis for all humans

either in a common sensibility, a common mode of grasping objec-

tive reality independent of the institutionally-created blinkers we

wear for constructing reality, or in already extant norms that repre-

sent the human rather than the parochial spirit of humans. It would

appear that the universalist cannot escape culture and the cultural

theorists cannot avoid grasping for a universal realm that allows

humans to emancipate themselves from the actual. 

I contend that the tension between various communitarian cul-

tural presuppositions and universalist presumptions cannot be

avoided. The two radically different ways of interpreting the lord-

ship/bondage narrative are but two gestalt images that depend on

the perspective adopted. The two cannot be seen at the same time,

nor can one be reduced to the other. We can simply flip back and

forth from one image to the other. The tension between the two

always reemerges in new forms. But both sets of ways and their sub-

divisions represent themselves in new forms. However, whatever

the form, they all oppose oppression. 

The difference between the roots of freedom and escape from

violence espoused by the universalists and the culturalists (both in

opposition to authoritarian modes), can best be exemplified in

three versions of the origin of sin as interpreted through the story

of Adam and Eve. In one version, the source of evil is found in

disobedience to divine authority. Adam and Eve did not obey a

divine commandment not to eat of the Tree of Knowledge. Blind

obedience to what is held to be divine or divinely-inspired orders is

intended to root out violence, though one should not be surprised

to learn that while successful domestically, the shift in the expres-

sion of violence targets dissidents and outsiders driven by alternative

visions of the divine order.
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In a second interpretation, the source of sin is surrendering to

temptation. Eve listens to the entreaties of the sensuous snake and

then seduces Adam. Erotic passion is the problem and passions

must be ruled by reason, for human reason imitated and expressed

the divine and perfect intelligence that animated the universe. In 

a third interpretation, God said that if you eat of the Tree of

Knowledge, you will surely die. This conditional assertion is misread

as a commandment. The real story is one of Adam so caught up in

his belief that his ability to reason and classify and order the realm

of nature is what makes him imitate the creativity of God, that he

does not even know he feels lonely. He sees himself as a pure intel-

lect without a body that will die. Though man is born of woman

and the original man and woman are created equal in God’s eyes,

Adam projects his material self onto another and in his imagina-

tion sees woman as the projection of his own flesh while denying

that his own flesh has any connection with his essential being.

Even his penis is projected as other as a talking erect serpent that

seduces Eve. His erotic body is other, as is Eve, whom he can then

blame for seducing him. 

Eve, the original and authentic expression of spontaneity, 

individuality and oneness with nature, saw the function of sex

clearly; if you are going to obey God’s natural commandment to be

fruitful and multiply, then sex and bearing children must take

place even if it means coming to the recognition that humans are

mortal and must die. The source of sin is not eros or passion, but

the blindness of reason to the materiality of humankind. Adam, not

Eve, is the original sinner. Eros, rooted in culture, is the foundation

for a prerational unity and the basis for the peaceful pursuit of

happiness rather than a civilization based on a self-centered rational

pursuit of justice that in fact domesticates man, repressing his

creative spirit, and subjecting him to the reign of the common and

the calculable.25 Established norms only have merit if they reflect

and express this unity rather than serve as vehicles for repression.
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On the other hand, established norms are part of our cultural

heritage that instills in each of us enduring traits that influence

both our social structures and our responses to historical challenges.

The problem, as George Simmel phrased it, is that, “[i]t is the paradox

of culture that subjective life which we feel in its continuous stream

and which drives itself toward inner perfection cannot by itself

reach the perfection of culture.”26

If we are not to fall into a system constructed on blind obedience

to a higher authority, then we must check the pride of ostensible

reason as an infallible source of truth through reason’s critique of

itself or by relying on sensibilities outside the realm of reason’s

jurisdiction in an original form or as already exemplified in some

institutional norms. The fault lies in our culture and must be cor-

rected to create a new culture. Alternatively, it is passion that must

be checked and ruled by reason in the quest to develop a civiliza-

tion free of oppression and irrational desire that gives rise to such

oppression.27

None of the analyses of solutions are wrong. They are either too

ambitious or just inadequate and reductionist. Restructuring the

world economic order might prevent genocide, but the rarity of

the latter seems insufficient to motivate the all-encompassing solu-

tion of the former. In Mamdani’s envisioned solution, we do need a

system of states that guarantee everyone protection so that no indi-

vidual lacks a political home that guarantees him/her protection.

However, solving the problem by insisting that anyone resident

within the territory of a state should have citizenship merely pro-

vides an incentive for irregular migrants to seek residency in the

most prosperous states. Further, ethnic identification within a state

need not be a source of interethnic conflict but can be a source of

interethnic recognition and respect. 

Nor is the problem resolved by finding and constituting a group

that is wise and all-knowing to devise strategies for preventing and

mitigating violence. Perceptual and analytic capacities are insuffic-
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ient. Tough choices have to be made based on limited knowledge

and an inability to forecast changing geopolitical circumstances.

Do you put in sufficient force to neutralize the spoilers? Or do you

try to co-opt the spoilers through inclusion and thus risk giving

them more power and leverage? Or do you try to muddle through,

exclude the spoilers, and hope the political solution will be in place

to offset the need for a military solution? And when circumstances

tend to dictate one choice rather than the other and that choice

proves to be calamitous, then hindsight will fault you for lack of

vision. 

If the universalist solutions are too grand, the cultural solutions

are too limited. Humanitarian sensibilities are both unreliable and

historically inadequate. Institutionalized systems for reality checks

on our constructions of reality are necessary and helpful, and may

lead to different decisions in certain circumstances, but in them-

selves are unlikely to do so. Strengthening the identification of crimes

like genocide and the enforcement mechanisms offer a worthy long

term goal, but the question remains concerning how to get there

from here. Further, any of these solutions by themselves are unlikely

to work and will generally require the others as well. 

Anthony Giddens heroically but unsuccessfully, I believe, tried 

to bridge the gap between cultural and universalist approaches 

by stressing the role of human factors that enabled as well as con-

strained human action in his structuration approach.28 It is an

approach that tries to overcome the reification of the traditional

structural-functional approach towards culture with its emphasis

on the constraints of norms and values and its propensity for 

reification by showing how change takes place in specific temporal

and spatial frameworks. Others introduced concepts such as “social

capital” that are now standard in international studies as an indi-

cator to show how objective structures and subjective meaning clash

and interact to facilitate and inhibit social change.29 Other studies

emphasized that the cooperative and synergistic relations of polit-
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ical economy and culture are interactive, sometimes in tension and

more often mutually reinforcing, such as in Richard Swedburg’s plea

for socioeconomics.30

However useful and insightful these efforts to unite studies of

power and interest relations with studies of norms of legitimation

concerning the premises and patterns of different cultural systems,

my analysis suggests any effort at an overall synthesis is doomed and

just as prone to reductionism of one kind or another. Either culture

becomes an epiphenomenona of power or, alternatively, the roles

of individual actors and of states are neglected.

We do need an image of a global political and economic order that

is both realistic while at the same time overcoming the problems

that contribute to making conflicts violent in the current order.

We do need leaders who can work together both to alter the present

system in that direction while creating an institutional mechanism

for anticipating threats to the development of that order, and develop

strategies and institutional mechanisms for dealing with those threats

on the basis of norms backed by enforcement powers that, based on

a humanitarian sensibility, give respect and protection for all humans.

To facilitate the development of a “culture of peace” and a “culture

of conflict prevention” in an attempt to build sustainable peace, we

need to develop not only an understanding of the nature of already

established war cultures, but we have to develop institutions that

check our constructions of reality and translate analyses of poten-

tial violent ethnic conflicts that can end up in genocide into possible

alternative scenarios and action responses. We have to know where

we are going, where we are coming from, and how to get from here

to there. 

We need a comprehensive approach that takes into account both

a vision of a civilized society and the various cultures and the degree

to which they manifest and contribute to the realization of such a

society, while trying to remain in touch with the traditional char-

acteristics of these cultures. Most of all, we must recognize that these

radically different approaches, one based on overt and covert strate-
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gies to deal with money and power, and the other based on norms

and values and, in the end, a sensitivity to the unique individuality

of every individual and culture while trying to develop norms that

embrace all of humanity, are approaches that cannot be coherently

integrated but must be perceived from shifting, opposed and para-

doxical gestalt perspectives in order to grasp a larger truth that

neither of the perspectives are capable of doing on their own. 

Author’s Note

I use the term culture in the plural for two reasons. First, culture is an equivocal term

with many meanings. Although there are a number of meanings that are not used in 

this essay, such as the use of the term “cultured” to refer to cultivation of manners and 

a specific aesthetic sensibility, or to refer to the media and magazines and television that

are part of “popular culture,” there are many meanings that are relevant in this context.

Matthew Arnold said that his society associated culture with “frivolous and unedifying

activity” (Culture and Anarchy, 43), whereas he preferred to use culture in two different

senses: to identify the fruits of the passion of a curious mind determined to see things 

as they really are as the foundation for augmenting the excellence of human nature; and,

in a second sense, not as the collection of products of a curious mind, but as originating

in the love of perfection and a moral and social passion for doing good that results in

benevolent actions and love of neighbor—in this context, in the desire to eliminate the

scourge of genocide. Thus, for Matthew Arnold, the curiosity to understand both geno-

cide and the indifferent response to it as well as the desire to do something about it are

both motives that produce culture. In that sense, this essay is a contribution to culture.

However, whatever the motives for producing culture, and without the evaluative associa-

tions of Matthew Arnold, “culture” has come to stand for the mental predispositions

shared by a group or community that either provide the schema of interpretation for 

the way they view the world or that shape their evaluations of that world through the

values and norms of a specific culture, or that include both cognitions as well as values

and norms. Some would go even further and include in culture the actions that follow

from these predispositions and from which the predispositions can be read. Even further,

studies of culture often include the institutions that are a product of those actions, that

embody those mental predispositions and that, in turn, reinforce them either through

the means they provide for interpreting the world or through the bonds they build

within groups and in societies, or both. Thus, given these different senses, there are

different cultures of violence. Second, I do not presume that there is only one culture—

whatever meaning is given to the term—that results in violence. I leave it as an open

possibility that there may be several cultures of violence. 
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Notes

1 See Gabriel A. Almond, “The Study of Political Culture,” in Lane Crothers and Charles

Lockhart, eds., Culture and Politics: A Reader (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 5–20,

where he argues that these same questions with respect to WWII and the Holocaust

gave rise to the revival of the modern study of political culture as an effort to solve

these tragic historical puzzles. The development of survey research methodology
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S I M P L I F Y I N G —though not oversimplifying—

the complex theoretical debates occurring in international relations

and global politics today, one may affirm that “the study of interna-

tional affairs is best understood as a protracted competition between

the realist, liberal, and radical traditions. Realism emphasizes the

enduring propensity for conflict between states; liberalism identifies

several ways to mitigate these conflictive tendencies; and the

radical tradition describes how the entire system of state relations

might be transformed.”1 I will argue from an idealist-liberal and

just war perspective against Huntington’s realist theory of the clash

of civilizations, and against moralistic abolitionist pacifism—a

seemingly laudable, but extreme, utopian, and problematic notion

of nonviolence. It is a seductive ideal that many participating in

peace movements and United Nations conferences and organizations

have adopted and advocated as a response to cultures of violence. 

“Wherever human beings form communities, culture comes into

existence,” from the village level to the global level.2 As a working

analytical-empirical definition of the term “culture,” let us say that

a “culture” refers to “structures of meaning, including memory,

ideology, emotions, life styles, scholarly and artistic works, and

other symbols.”3 These “set[s] of meanings and values that inform…
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a way of life,” may be macro or micro in their inclusiveness and

extensiveness, remain relatively unchanged for ages, or may be in

the process of slow or rapid development or dissolution.4 This

broad, empirical notion of a plurality of cultures or civilizations is

developed in opposition to the normative notion of classicist culture

or civilization versus barbarism.5

One should stress6 that “culture transcends [political] ideology

[though it may include it as one of its elements], and is about the

substance of identity for individuals in a society. …[Moreover, it in-

volves an] awareness of a common language, ethnicity, history, religion,

and/or landscape [which] represent the building blocks of culture.”7

It is generally accepted in the literature that “the broadest construc-

tion of cultural identity is the civilization” and that today “a number

of civilizations clearly exist, notably, the Western, Islamic, Indian,

and Chinese,” though it is more difficult to classify other peoples’

cultures in macro categories because they are not sufficiently united

around distinct cores or split between civilizations or of small size.8

In contrast, there is also a normative notion of culture. One

version is that there is a classicist culture that embodies the best

thinking and artistic achievements of the past; the uncultured

become cultured by aspiring to the ideals and norms of the classics

and mastering their performances.9 A variant notion of normative

culture is the notion of “civilization” in the singular, in opposition

to “barbarism” or some such opposite. To be civilized is good, to be

uncivilized is bad. Eighteenth-century French thinkers proposed

this idea of civilization in opposition to the concept of “barbarism”

or “primitivism”—a settled, urban, and literate society in contrast

with a barbaric society that lacked these features. This ideal of civi-

lization versus barbarism was used ideologically in the pursuit of

European colonialism and to exclude the colonized from being accepted

as equals in the European-dominated international system.10

Few consistently peaceful societies and cultures exist or have existed

historically, and clearly none that has been a macro culture or civi-

lization. Anthropological investigations have revealed the existence
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of societies that experience conflict but consistently employ nonvi-

olent modes of conflict resolution: the Semai people of Malaysia,

and at least another ten known nonmodern societies. Switzerland,

The Netherlands, Sweden, Costa Rica, and a few other countries have

more or less dropped out of the warfare system.11 The question is

still open about the biological basis of aggressive violence, though

socialization, as Adelman points out, clearly plays a dominant role

in learning such behaviors.12 Some psychological literature about

primates points to the conclusion that male bonding and violence

against targeted outside groups occur cross-culturally. The genetic

potential for disemboweling one’s enemies has been constant in

humanity’s history and continues to be operative in masses of people.13

Nonetheless, group cultural norms (from the family to the na-

tional and international levels) can reinforce, channel, or deflect

aggressive-violent desires (i.e., capacities) to dominate others or to

strike out at those believed to be the source of one’s frustrations,

deprivations, or a threat to one’s identity.14

For, indeed, “the detrimental values ingrained in our culture

include violence, aggression, the urge to dominate or conquer, indi-

vidualism, and materialism. They are consistent with armament

growth, the preparation for war, and the conducting of war. These

values are representative of the rubric of social Darwinism, where

through struggle, only the fittest survive,” and this “Darwinian

version of evolution postulating variation and selection premised on

self-interested needs” effectively and prominently exists in most soci-

eties today, despite states’ declaratory policies that accept the United

Nations Charter and the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights

(UNDHR) as aspirations and standards to be realized in national

and international institutions. Indeed, survivalist perspectives based

on militarism and lifeboat ethics, for example, are explicitly or subtly

embodied in “child rearing, family life, interpersonal relationships,

games, relationships with foreign countries, legends, and especially

television.”15
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More generally, peace education analyses of current cultures has

led some researchers to conclude that most cultures are pathological,

and to declare that “the challenge of peace education” is “replacing

cultures of militarism” with “a new kind of paradigm for perceiving

the world. In this new perception, humankind is experienced as a

unity, people are seen as children of the same Mother Nature, and

one and the same universal life manifests itself in each individual

human life. …[A]ll the world’s creatures have a value an sich.”

Moreover, “peace education aims to create a new male culture…. The

violent, domination, and possessive macho image propagated by

militaristic culture appears ridiculous and dangerous in this new

male culture. In this new culture, courage is the ability to find peace-

ful means to resolve conflicts, and it is possible to take off the

straitjacket of competition without threatening this healthy and

self-confident masculinity.”16 Whatever the normative merits of this

perspective, it does underline what does not generally exist today

at the macro, global level, despite some ongoing changes towards

nonviolent modes of thinking and acting in some local, national,

and international cultural settings.

The historical facts remain startling no matter how many times

we reflect on them. Over one hundred and ten million people have

been killed in wars17 in the twentieth century; and there have been

over one hundred and twenty wars since the end of WWII in 1945.18

The last century invented the gas chambers, total war, state-spon-

sored genocide and extermination camps, brainwashing, state security

apparatuses, and “the panoptic surveillance of entire populations.”

It generated more victims, dead soldiers, murdered civilians, displaced

minorities, torture, political prisoners and refugees, and more

dead from cold, hunger, maltreatment “than ever could have been

imagined. The phenomena of violence and barbarism [some have

concluded] mark the distinctive signature of the age.”19 By the end

of the century wars within states (Bosnia, Chechnya, Rwanda,

Kosovo, East Timor, among others) seem to be replacing wars between

states. “War lovers” or “someone who launches aggressive war
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against another nation and will do so again and again until he is

brought down,” as well as tyrants who exterminate their own people,

have been and remain a constant feature of global politics (Hitler,

Stalin, Mao, Idi Amin, Pol Pot, Saddam Hussein, Slobodan Milosevic,

etc).20

Moreover, terrorism—“the deliberate killing of innocent people,

at random, in order to spread fear through a whole population

and force the hand of its political leaders”—promises to continue

into the indefinite future as the prevalent mode of conflict.21 It 

will be “sometimes in its pure form [the direct targeting and destruc-

tion of innocent civilians for political ends], sometimes within the

framework of civil war or general lawlessness.”22 There is a growing

hiatus between past military strategies—from Thucydides to Powell/

Schwartzkopf—and present and future ones. The distinction between

innocent civilians and military combatants almost totally collapses

with Mutually Assured Destruction and Nuclear Utilization Theory

as deterrence and warfare strategies in the context of nuclear terror.

As well, preparations to defend against and respond to attacks by

biological and chemical weapons of mass destruction give rise to

new dilemmas. 

State terrorism has sought to make domestic political opposition

impossible (used by authoritarian and totalitarian regimes against

their own people—for example, the Argentinean “disappearances”

in the 1980s and Saddam Hussein’s terrorist repressions of his own

people). War terrorism has sought to kill civilians in such a large

number as to force a government to surrender (for example, Truman’s

decision to drop atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki). Such

massive, indiscriminate uses of force have been, prevalently, a part

of national military strategies in the twentieth century, and continue

to be “on the books.”23

We cannot adequately understand contemporary and future state-

sponsored and nonstate terrorism without much radical rethinking

of terrorist acts of the past. Certainly, we cannot use as our guide

for the future, the type of past terrorism that was “buttressed by
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the existence of oppression and social conflicts to which violence

seemed the only effective response”; and that was carried out mostly

by “idealistic, courageous young patriots and social revolutionaries

driven to desperate actions by intolerable conditions, oppression,

and tyranny.”24 Such terrorists—though they use evil means—were

and are generally committed patriots and ideological revolution-

aries (freedom fighters) with limited political goals. The current

trend is in the direction of national and religious fanaticism and

extremism—a mode of terrorism coeval with written history, but

one that was secondary or marginal or restricted for much of our

known past. Ultranationalism and religious fanaticism today have

become coupled with weapons of mass destruction as a usable

form of terrorist power, and nihilistic and suicidal motivations—

“the genocidal mentality”—to carry out apocalyptic visions.25

In addition to extremist syncretic religious sects such as the

Japanese Aum Shirinkyo, no major religion lacks its extremists who

are in contention with moderate, inclusive, and truly pious members.

The creative, bold, and well-organized terrorist attacks on 11 September

2001 that killed over three thousand innocent civilians in the United

States and shocked its entire political and economic systems—with

global reverberations—set a new standard for lethal and effective

terrorism. In the future, terrorist individuals and groups of all sorts

will seek to emulate and surpass the 9-11 model of terrorist hard

(physically destructive) power that resulted in notable support among

some mass publics and influential elites who thought the United

States of America “had it coming!” and “deserved it.”

It is possible that nationalism, religious extremism and fanati-

cism might recede in the foreseeable future and, for example,

violent interpreters of “jihad” may become discredited among most of

their coreligionists, and the moderate Islamists win out against the

extremists in different countries. However, “the sad truth is that

candidates for the new [indiscriminate, mass-destructive] terrorism

may appear on the fringes of any extremist movement at any time.”26

Moreover, the temptation exists today in democracies and rights-
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respective regimes, and may become more overwhelming in the

future, for police, military, and intelligence personnel engaged in

counterviolence and counterterrorism activities to adopt amoral

consequentialism and a neo-Darwinian perspective in practice, what-

ever their governments’ public declarations may be about protecting

people’s civil liberties and human rights. But such strategic and

tactical responses to terrorism that discard the just war principle

that innocent noncombatants ought not to be harmed in fighting

one’s enemies would itself be a form of terror.27

The UNESCO charter insists that war begins in the minds of men

and women. Radical abolitionist pacifists insist, “It can end there as

well.” Peoples and leaders, they argue, must become enlightened,

and see that war is a human, historical institution that is disgusting,

ridiculous, unwise, repulsive, futile, and costly.28 They argue that in

the last three centuries, peace advocates have succeeded in slowly

convincing people of the terminal disrepute of war because of its

lack of all value, and in the developed world since WWII there has

been a widespread acceptance of this abolitionist viewpoint by

peoples and leaders. Major war, indeed, can be considered as obso-

lete in the developed world, despite its threat and actuality in

developing countries. Though war cannot be un-invented and made

strictly impossible, because the ability and knowledge to make war

will persist, this is no different than the human “ability or knowl-

edge to institute slavery, eunuchism, crucifixion, or human sacrifice.”29

Radical pacifists and peace advocates differ in many respects, but

generally use slavery as the pertinent paradigm for the abolition of

war and organized violence and the triumph of nonviolent modes

of conflict resolution in modern societies. A century-and-a-half ago,

slavery was endemic in United States society. In the eighteenth

century and before there were no major social and political move-

ments that directly advocated the abolition of slavery, though there

were enlightened moral elites doing so.30

John Mueller—a minimalist among abolitionist pacifists—

contends that unlike breathing, eating, or sex, war is not something
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that is somehow required by the human condition, by the struc-

ture of international affairs, or by the forces of history. Accordingly,

war can shrivel up and disappear, and this may come about without

any notable change or improvement on any of the level-of-analysis

categories.31 More demanding abolitionist pacifists insist for a full

“conversion” in consciously held and practiced values at the indi-

vidual, state-society, and international systemic levels of global politics.

But the major weaknesses in Mueller’s minimalist version of aboli-

tionist pacifism, as we will see below, would characterize more

maximalist and holistic versions as well.32

Huntington’s general notions of “culture” and “civilization” are

in the analytical-empirical mode and descriptively and explanatorily

helpful, though one rightly can call into question his use of data to

stress inter-civilizational conflicts over intra-civilizational fissures.33

He says that “civilization and culture both refer to the overall way

of life of a people, and a civilization is a culture writ large,” or “a

civilization is the broadest cultural entity.”34 Huntington’s overall

“realist” and rather pessimistic theory of the clash of civilizations

and the remaking of world order35 is premised, in part, on distinc-

tiveness theory of social psychology. Huntington contends, “people

define themselves by what they are not. As increased communica-

tions, trade, and travel multiply interactions among civilizations,

people increasingly accord greater relevance to their civilizational

identity.” And “globalization theory produces a similar conclusion:

‘in an increasingly globalized world—characterized by interde-

pendence and widespread consciousness thereof—there is an

exacerbation of civilizational, societal and ethnic self-consciousness.’

The global religious revival, ‘the return to the sacred’ is a response

to people’s perception of the world as a ‘single place’.”36

Huntington’s overall conclusion is that under conditions of

globalization (modernity’s latest phase) what is likely to result is not

a universal civilization centered and based on common interests and

basic moral principles and ideals, but rather a clash of civiliza-

tions. The idea of a universal civilization, he says, is based on the
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notion that the demise of communism would result in the universal

victory of liberal democracy (the single alternative fallacy). In fact,

however, Huntington stresses that there are many forms of authori-

tarianism, nationalism, corporatism, and market communism (as

in China) that are contenders to liberal democracy today. More

importantly, though, “in the modern world, religion is a central,

perhaps the central, force that motivates and mobilizes people. It is

sheer hubris to think that because Soviet communism has collapsed,

the West has won the world for all time and that Muslims, Chinese,

Indians, and others are going to rush to embrace Western liber-

alism as the only alternative. The Cold War division of humanity is

over. The more fundamental divisions of humanity in terms of

ethnicity, religions, and civilizations remain and spawn new con-

flicts.”37 Thus, the new multipolarity is also civilizational pluralism,

or multi-civilizational multipolarity.

Moreover, economic, social, and cultural globalization will not

create a homogeneous, universal civilization based on peace, common

feelings, secularism, a culture of human rights, market capitalism,

and liberal democracy. Such increased interaction among people—

trade, investment, tourism, media, and electronic communications

generally—far from generating a common world culture, is likely to

result in greater conflict, and “[t]he evidence simply does not support

the liberal, internationalist assumption that commerce promotes

peace.”38

The best that can be done, according to Huntington, is for the

West to prepare for the worst-case scenarios by military, moral, and

political rearmament. A third world war is possible between the

West and China and/or Islam, and the West is not ready (in 1995).

Alternatively, he argues, members of all civilizations should engage

in cooperative strategies: seeking to uphold the principles of nonin-

terference in the spheres of other civilizations, strengthening the

United Nations’ capacity to mediate conflicts resulting from direct

and indirect civilizational struggles, and seeking commonalities

between and among civilizations.
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Mueller’s uni-causal explanation39 is that war is becoming obsolete

in the developed world simply because “many people [have] come

to find it obnoxious,” and that it can become unfashionable and

thus obsolete everywhere, like slavery and dueling have become.

What is needed is that more and more people come to view it as an

undesirable, irrational (from a cost-benefit analysis), and even a

ridiculous policy.40 He goes on to stress that major war is becoming

obsolete “without [the improvement] or the competence or moral

capacity of political leaders” or, in another formulation, without 

“a notable improvement in the competence of political leaders,” 

or without a reduction “in the world’s considerable store of hate,

selfishness, nationalism, and racism; without [an] increas[e] in the

amount of love, justice, harmony, cooperation, good will, or inner

peace in the world.”41

In contrast, one discerns an improved competence and moral

capacity among key leaders in democracies in the developed and

developing worlds and in international organizations in the recent

history of international affairs, particularly after the Cold War.

Mandela, Havel, Walesa, Carter, Blair, Aung San Suu Ky, Clinton,

Boutros-Boutros Ghali, and Annan, for example, all have demon-

strated political toughness and creativity while advancing policies

dedicated to democratization and human rights. Leadership by

NATO, the UN, Clinton, and Blair resulted in the implementation of

the peace accords in Bosnia from 1996 onwards, in prosecuting the

Kosovo War of 1999 against ethnic cleansing, and in the UN enforce-

ment-intervention in East Timor in 1999. To be sure, there have

been notable inconsistencies resulting in the failure of the interna-

tional community to intervene in the Rwandan genocide in 1994,

and in its double standard over China’s human rights violations. 

Moreover, a spiritual climate of cooperation is being fostered

through the United Nations, the European Union, and soft power-

oriented countries such as Canada, South Africa, Norway, Sweden, and

the Netherlands. The successful launching of the new International

Criminal Court (ICC) through their international leadership is
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dramatically changing the perception of the efficacy of international

human rights law. Their leadership, moreover, is strengthening effec-

tive security communities, beginning a just response to unfair aspects

of globalization, and continuing to stress the indispensable value

of arms control and arms reduction agreements.

In addition to missing the continuing centrality of idealistic

international leadership using hard and soft power to oppose massive

human rights violations and to strengthen the rule of law globally,

Mueller and other abolitionist pacifists inadequately use the aboli-

tion of slavery as an analogy for the elimination of war. The

analogy with slavery is thought-provoking. Individual pacifists

(Erasmus, Tolstoy) and small groups of pacifists (Quakers, Mennonites)

have existed throughout history. As an organized peace movement,

however, activists and advocates have been significantly on the world

stage only since 1815; then “peace advocates were a noisy gadfly

minority by 1900 [when] they had established a sense of momen-

tum.”42 They were rejected and derided by the majority with the

traditional wisdom that war was noble and for many people a

desirable way of settling international disputes. However, the holo-

caust of WWI “fumed peace advocates into a pronounced majority

in the developed world and destroyed war romanticism,”43 and Japan

only got the lessons after WWII, which most Europeans learned

from WWI. Thus, the intensity of moral revulsion at warfare con-

tinues today, and will grow stronger. 

However, Mueller seems to grant that war cannot be abolished

sector by sector, as slavery was; it would have to be abolished all 

at once, for otherwise the abolitionists would be at the mercy of

those who keep aggressive war in their repertoire. And yet he comes

close to saying that in fact war can be abolished sector by sector.

For the widespread psychic and physical costs of war would seem to

make it more costly than dueling or slavery—all things consid-

ered—making it understandable that war has started to succumb to

the forces of rational calculation and moral revulsion. The devel-

oped world’s aversion to warfare may transform attitudes still
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favorable to war in the rest of the world, but even if this does not

occur, the vanishing of war elsewhere would not be negated (as

slavery continued in Brazil after it had been abolished elsewhere).44

Clearly, radical abolitionist pacifist adherents of peace move-

ments constitute an influential strand of international civil society

that is coherent and in many ways inspirational. For many of us,

the dilemma is that though we would like to believe that warfare

states could be abolished as slavery was, we cannot do so in the

end. For slavery is absolutely evil, whereas defensive wars against

unprovoked aggression may be relatively or overwhelmingly just.

Generally, abolitionist pacifists are single-issue advocates who make

a morality of human dignity and human rights and duties into the

sole criterion for human action. They unapologetically ignore the

relative independence of law, economics, and politics in relation to

moral principles. This requires the judgments of those expert or

experienced and involved in these spheres of social being to work

out long-term strategies in view of moral principles. 

In our complex global information age, what we need is not the

elimination of defensive wars, but making them more just. The elim-

ination of defensive wars would free aggressors, genocidal fanatics,

terrorists, and human rights violators to reconstruct the planet as

a “failed global system.” However, we ought to strive to make defen-

sive wars the least frequent possible and only the very last resort

after all nonviolent forms of conflict resolution have been tried to

counter aggression abroad or massive human rights violations at

home. We ought to try to make defensive wars less destructive, more

focused and surgical, more electronic and robotic, and keep on

searching for nonlethal uses of defensive force at the micro and

macro levels. Most importantly, we ought to strive to make defen-

sive wars more just by greater adherence to the proportionality

principle, the protection of innocent noncombatants, and the

accumulated civilizing matrix of the laws of war as represented

most clearly in the Geneva Convention.
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The above position would most likely be dismissed out of 

hand by pacifists whose strong moralistic position closes off any

possibility of engaging in any type of warfare—even the kind that

targets defectors of international law. However, as King reminds us,

“[m]oralism manifests itself in a one-sided and penetrating insistence

on particular moral positions…which makes a rational dialogue with

those of other conditions impossible.”45 For example, “the goal [of

the peace research community begun at the University of Groningen,

Netherlands, in 1967] is now, as it was then, to render obsolete the

field of security studies based on the military defense of nation

states.”46 That position does not leave much room for dialogue

about the right of self-defense and transforming weapons systems to

accord more with just war criteria. In the post 9-11 world, more

than ever, military personnel and civilians, as well as leaders need

to engage in this dialogue.

In fact, whether or not its specific terminology is adopted, just

war theory has always played and continues to play a constitutive,

major part in official and unofficial arguments about war. Michael

Walzer, one of the foremost theorists of just war and terrorism,

contends “no political leader can send soldiers into battle, asking

them to risk their lives and to kill other people, without assuring

them that their cause is just—and that of their enemies unjust.”47

He admits that the revival of just war theory and its increasing use

in public discussions and by political and military leaders is a

dangerous moment: “Think of the perverse if exhilarating effects

upon religion whenever the language of holiness is taken over by

politicians. Of course, politics and war are never holy—not, at least,

as I understand holiness—while they are sometimes, or to some

degree, just. But only sometimes and to some degree, and when

more blanket justifications are claimed, the theory is rendered

suspect.”48 Walzer helpfully concludes with an overall method-

ological orientation: it is important that we not give up just war

theory simply because it can be misused and exploited by lying
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leaders, for in “the complex structure of their hypocrisy” we discover

“the tribute that vice pays to virtue. …The point of the theory is to

help us make distinctions, to prepare us for political decision-

making or for the more ordinary work of criticizing or supporting

this or that war or wartime decision.”49

Huntington’s clash of civilizations theory may turn out to have

some fundamental predictive power as a macro-theory about possible

severe present and future clashes between Islam and the West, or

Confucian, nationalistic China and the West, or Islam and Hindu

India, or India and China.50 Huntington’s theory stands or falls by

its subtheory of identity formation: identity-formation occurs dia-

lectically in opposition to another who is not who and what we are.

One’s several identities must be arranged hierarchically according to

cultural comprehensiveness, with a plurality of civilizations as

the most comprehensive level of identities available to humans

(“we” are New Yorkers, Americans, Westerners; “we” are Shanghaians,

Chinese).51 Mass publics, it is true, for the most part, still follow

this pattern,52 but in our turbulent era, publics are differentiating

and elites proliferating, as we shall see below.53

Huntington unpersuasively dismisses the significance of clashes

within civilizations—because of nationalism, for example—to stress

inter-civilizational clashes at the fault lines where they meet. He 

is very likely wrong in underestimating the power of secularism

(the separation of religion, science, and politics by way of the prin-

ciples of religious, associational, press, and academic freedom) in

countries such as India, and in developing countries as a whole.54

In addition, he unpersuasively de-emphasizes the subtleties of elite

economic and political interactions between civilizations, such 

as the “Davos economic forum culture.” For example, he says that 

the Davos phenomenon does not represent a new universal civiliza-

tion, even though they use English as their working language, for

they lack a common religion and are not representative of the

mass publics they come from.55 However, though the Davos culture

is not a new universal civilization transcending the established ones,
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it is part of a growing global, thin network of elites and selective

publics that is diverse and in turbulence. It includes not only exec-

utives of multinational corporations, but also intergovernmental

representatives from the city to the national and international

levels. 

Members of movements and nongovernmental organizations in

international civil society are using the Internet and air travel to

organize virtual and physical communities. 

Indeed, professors, teachers, students, scholars in research 

institutes, writers, religious leaders, human rights activists, peace

researchers and activists, lawyers, judges, media specialist of all

types, entertainment celebrities, athletes, demographers, computer

programmers, commercial pilots, members of United Nations associa-

tions56 are learning to communicate with each other electronically.

They are committed, in different value mixes, to science and tech-

nology, the rule of law, reciprocity, secularism in public affairs,

religious freedom in private matters, minimal economic justice,

and democracy (however understood).57 Most significantly, these

internationalizing elites and publics are not as manipulable by

nationalist, religious, cultural, and civilizational extremists as tradi-

tional mass Internet-illiterate publics were and are.58

Members of this thin but proliferating multidimensional network

do experience multiple identities, but not as organized hierarchically

according to Western, Chinese, Islamic, Hindu, etc. super-identities.

Rather, they experience them in tension, if not contradiction, with

one another. They are “divided selves,”59 caught in paradoxical situ-

ations, realizing that safety and justice require them to care at the

same time for several levels of governance, for narrower and wider,

thinner and thicker, cultures and communities. To the extent there

is a hierarchy in multiple, divided selves, it is a problematical hier-

archical ordering of commitments. It is the acceptance of global

order, peace, economic justice, cultural pluralism, and the universal

protection of individual rights as primary,60 based on the insight

that the attainment of their individual, local, and national inter-
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ests and values depends on the prior securing of global interests

and values61 through the United Nations, the International Criminal

Court, and other universal international and global institutions. 

The conscious experience of multiple identities, however, requires

habituation in dealing with complexity, ambiguity, and a high degree

of uncertainty. Reinvigorated ethnic consciousness, nationalism,

and civilizational identity tied to consciousness of territoriality and

civilizational difference is ready to provide a much greater sense of

certainty.62 And globalized consumerism and high technology, with

its simple, universal hedonistic attractiveness, can be combined with

a hierarchical civilizational identity.

The members of these elite groups and selective publics, then,

do not constitute a universal civilization in either the empirical 

or normative senses of the term. However, they are open to a cosmo-

politan perspective. Cosmopolis means “city” of the “world,” and it

generally functions today as an ideal tied to cosmopolitan human

rights enforcement across borders, and cosmopolitan citizenship

and democracy stressing environmental and globalization issues.63

Cosmopolitan theorists and activists, following in the footsteps of

Rousseau and Kant, envisage a humane global ethic and interna-

tional law applied by the new International Criminal Court, and

other global tribunals, that will make international law applicable

to all human individuals across borders and national legal systems.

All advocate some form of global governance—some desiring global

federal, democracy beginning with the European Union model.

Others advocate, as politically and ethically preferable, strength-

ening the United Nations, global civil society, and regional federations,

but going no further in the direction of world government because

of the fallibility of human nature that could result in global tyranny.64

In a constructivist perspective, one might view cosmopolis as 

a future “emancipatory culture” devoted to the simple formula:

“Fidelity to the project of questioning …[whose positive task is]…

through persuasion and example, to appeal to the latent openness

of individuals and groups, to support the struggle for authenticity,
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to tap the psychic energy of awe and wonder—in a word, to promote

self-transcendence.”65

Preparatory conditions are required for the elimination of various

forms of individual and group bias that constitute the darker side of

reflection, thinking, and communication in global interactions

today. Cosmopolis would express the central cultural value of a

collaborative and communicative process of open and honest con-

versation about what is most significant for human living.66 Most

significantly, “redefining culture has itself been a cultural activity”

and is characteristic of cultural internationalism, which would

also be an element of cosmopolis.67

In the cosmopolitan mode, we can envisage a core humane

morality that is elaborated differently in different cultures and that

the global ethic movement and the United Nations Millennium

Declaration are affirming today. Such a global ethic is a “minimal

basic consensus relating to binding values, irrevocable standards,

and moral attitudes which can be affirmed by all [“open” repre-

sentatives of] religions and [nondogmatic] non-believers.”68 In

particular, this global ethic accepts “a culture of non-violence and

respect for life.” In this culture, “persons who hold political power

must work within the framework of a just order and commit them-

selves to the most non-violent, peaceful solutions possible,” but the

global ethic also clearly affirms that “the international order of

peace…itself has need for protection and defence against perpetra-

tors of violence.”69

The other elements of evolving cosmopolitanism would include

a rejection of apocalyptic terrorism and all forms of wars of mass

destruction, even if in retaliation; and cross-civilizational and cross-

ideological dialogue with those others who are not exclusivists or

terrorists (state or nonstate actors). Lastly, it includes a basic commit-

ment to decent politics that transcends moral systems and cultures,

as a politics that is “intelligent, responsible, morally nuanced.”70 To

be intelligent and responsible, minimally, means to use intelligent

foresight to avert future harm, to avoid evil and prevent things
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from becoming worse than they are. To be morally nuanced means

to seek relative justice in the midst of crises and turbulence, and

not demanding perfection in moral behavior. It also means being

willing to act according to the principle of reciprocity, both as an

ethical principle and as a prudential strategy to avoid escalation of

conflicts into major incidents or wars and victimization of oneself

at the same time.

In conclusion, then, cosmopolis rejects the notion “that there is

no middle way between being wertfrei and being biased.”71 Those

who enter its “frontier”72 agree to advance reasonable grounds for

their evaluations and justifications for their preferences, without

the use of hard power in those dialogues, and an honest disclosure

of their soft power resources. The spirit of cosmopolis is “a 

measured and critical recognition of values”73 and a measured and

critical set of insights into the best secular scientific, technical, and

sociocultural knowledge available in one’s era.74

This cosmopolitan ethical and political vision accepts the com-

plexity of moral-political judgments and the pluralism of values

and perspectives that will always be part of global politics. Perpetual

and complete global peace that would result from the elimination

of war is neither realizable nor desirable. It is not realizable in the

real world of fallible and corruptible human beings, a world in

which spiritual and material goods are limited and conflicts endemic—

even in an era of advanced technology. Perpetual and complete

peace is not desirable if it is to be attained by excluding justice,

because defensive war against unprovoked aggression and human

rights violations is just, if conducted in a manner that would as

much as possible not negate other goods and values. 

We can effectively and ethically strive to attain the ideal of an in-

complete, yet relatively just peace that would prevent major world

and regional wars, but coexist with forms of limited and trans-

formed warfare in the future. I would argue that we need this

cosmopolitan just war ethical perspective combined with political

imagination, creativity, dialogue, and pluralism. What must be
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avoided are attitudes and perspectives characteristic of political

holiness, one-dimensional, absolute moralism, and uncontextual-

ized legalism. The attempt to abolish discerning politics and the

just use of defensive force in global politics and replace them with

nonpolitical moralism and legalism is flawed.75 Such attitudes and

behaviors—resulting from “the seductiveness of moral disgust”—

would themselves facilitate the hell of total war and apocalyptic

terrorism breaking through a world constituted by consciences

and institutions that sought to abolish politics. Political leader-

ship, democratic citizenship, political dialogue and compromise in

the face of global conflict and turbulence all need to be relearned

in the context of our evolving high-technology global system. War

and advanced weapons of war cannot be abolished, but they can be

partially transcended and replaced with limited and just uses of

force, guided by a decent politics that is inspired by the evolving

construction of a global cosmopolitan culture and world polity.
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T H E  P R A C T I C E  O F  P E A C E B U I L D I N G

has been running ahead of peacebuilding theory. As the world

watches the extensive peacebuilding efforts underway in Afghanistan,

Iraq and Sierra Leone, among others, it is evident that peacebuilding

is an enormously complicated task. This volume is a critical reflection

on peacebuilding praxis with a view to understanding the complex-

ities and intricacies of this relatively new phenomenon and to melding

the practice with the theory. It is hoped that the individual contri-

butions, along with this concluding reflection, will at the very least

provide readers with a better knowledge and a more critical appre-

ciation of what has become widely known as peacebuilding. 

As the title of the book suggests, contributors to this volume 

are interested in drawing out from the accumulating data and

experience of peacebuilding operations those elements and recom-

mendations that can assist policy makers in advancing sustainable

peace in war-ravaged states. However, the book is also designed

with academics in mind. As such, care and attention was given to

conceptual and theoretical aspects of peacebuilding. This final

contribution summarizes some of the main findings of the study

in an attempt to bridge the gap between theory and practice, between
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concept and reality. It also offers a critical reflection on peacebuilding

while identifying some of the more interesting proposals for enhan-

cing the effectiveness of peacebuilding.

What can be gleaned from the individual contributions about how

peacebuilding and sustainable peace are conceived? Why has peace-

building risen in prominence internationally since the end of the

Cold War, and why has it become such an urgent matter for the global

community? Where is sustainable peace most needed? Who is ex-

pected to provide it? When is it needed and how should such a

peace be built? How do we know when peacebuilding is successful/

unsuccessful? What lessons can be learned from specific attempts at

peacebuilding? These are some of the main questions addressed in

this conclusion.

The concept of peacebuilding represents a noticeable advance

over concepts such as “peacekeeping” and “conflict management” in

the sense that it embodies more than simply band-aid and reactive

solutions to dealing with violent conflicts. Indeed, it embraces imme-

diate, short, and longer-term policy approaches to laying the foun-

dation upon which peace can thrive. There is a clear preference

amongst the contributors to this volume for peacebuilding to address

underlying and structural causes of conflict, rather than simply to

focus on relief efforts. This raises the issue of the definition of

peacebuilding and its link to the notion of sustainable peace.

As Bush noted, any critical discussion of peacebuilding must

necessarily begin with a revisiting of the vocabulary we use to describe

the phenomenon. Language is the basis for action, therefore it is

important to begin with an understanding of how the concept of

peacebuilding developed and what it has come to mean. With its

widespread use today, there is no longer any reason for conceptual

fuzziness with regards to peacebuilding. But we need to determine

whether and how the concept may be evolving if we are to make a

contribution to the way it will be used in the future. We need also

to examine critically the ways in which the concept has developed
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since Boutros-Ghali first brought it into the mainstream of interna-

tional relations thinking.

Tom Keating and I noted in the introduction that the genealogy

of peacebuilding can be traced to fairly radical origins found in the

works of such peace researchers as Galtung and the Bouldings.

Their “critical” usage of the term indicates that peacebuilding ought

to address underlying structural causes of conflict through bottom

up processes and decentered socioeconomic and political struc-

tures. As defined by Adelman and Masciulli, peacebuilding is no

less than a radical transformation of society away from cultures of

violence to embedded cultures of peace. There is another version of

peacebuilding that promotes, in essence, reactive or band-aid solu-

tions to existing conflicts. This second, “problem-solving” concept

of peacebuilding continues to resonate in the contemporary period,

despite the best efforts to promote the former concept.

Many of the authors in this volume support a third concept of

peacebuilding that combines both problem-solving and critical

approaches. This third concept recognizes and accepts the view

that something must be done to address the immediacy of the

breakdown in societal structures. It also recognizes the limitations

imposed by political and economic exigencies. It also realizes that

it would be futile to pour resources and personnel into every problem

associated with complex humanitarian emergencies and violent

outbreaks if the peace that results cannot be sustained. “Sustainable

peacebuilding” captures the spirit and essence of the contributions

to this book.

Conflict prevention through development and social transfor-

mation is central to the concept of sustainable peace. Beer, drawing

on Brinkerhoff, defines sustainability as a program’s ability to produce

outputs and benefits that are valued highly enough to command

continued resources and attention and thus ensure continued out-

puts. Implied in this definition is the notion that both donors and

recipients must accept the value of the activity and commit to
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maintaining it for an extended period of time. When applied to

peacebuilding, sustainability refers to the long-term commitment

to peace and to doing all that is necessary to build and maintain

the architecture of peace. Thus, conflict prevention and peace

maintenance become essential building blocks of the peace-

building concept and operation. However, the focus should be on

those long-term development projects that build indigenous capacity

and peaceable interactions in states generally prone to violent con-

flict. The whole idea is to nip conflicts in the bud before they erupt

into violent ones, rather than wait until the violence erupts before

taking measures to quell it.

For us, then, peacebuilding must have the long-term objective of

bringing about a fundamental transformation of conflict-ridden

societies. But that long-term objective must be concretized by devel-

oping specific medium and short-term programs, policies and

practices that can be employed to resolve civil conflicts in various

regions of the world and support norms of conflict prevention and

cultures of peace. This ensures that peacebuilding becomes more

than just a lofty idea; it will be grounded in concrete action and

policy and provided with a road map to get from violent conflict to

sustainable peace.

The above definition of sustainability also allows us to develop

measurement criteria for successful peacebuilding operations (i.e.

those peacebuilding operations that are sturdy enough to maintain

the long term objective of continually addressing root causes of

conflict and of ensuring that violent conflict is not resorted to as a

mechanism for conflict resolution). 

Finally, there is another way of conceiving peacebuilding—as 

a twofold process: (1) deconstructing the structures of violence, and

(2) constructing, or reconstructing the structures of peace.1 These,

according to Bush, are interrelated but separate activities that have

to be undertaken simultaneously. In his view, the instruments

required for peace construction (e.g. confidence building between

formerly warring factions) are different from those required for
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deconstruction (such as disarmament, demobilization, and the

demilitarization of society, economy and polity). Peacebuilding

then utilizes tools of conflict prevention and conflict resolution

to facilitate change and transformation in a target society. These

tools are used to strip away the conflict nurturing and dysfunc-

tional institutions, norms and practices and to help build or

rebuild those fundamental institutions of a society that support

tolerance, stability, socioeconomic development and enduring

peace. The process involved is quite likely to be a lengthy one, as

Bush, Daudelin, and Das remind us. They also point out that few

states or agencies are willing to make such commitments unilat-

erally. Yet it is clear that bungee cord intervention into theaters

of conflict simply cannot count as peacebuilding. Therefore any

notion of predetermining exit-timing strategies for peacbuilding

operations ought to be viewed with a fair amount of skepticism.

Peacebuilding’s ultimate goal is to prevent and/or resolve violent

conflicts, create or restore peaceful conditions and lay the foundation

and building blocks for an enduring peace through the strength-

ening of institutions of governance. This involves both social

engineering and the transformation of a society from a culture of

violence to a culture of peace. However, peacebuilding also has

operational goals, i.e. specific programmatic steps in constructing

the edifice leading to the ultimate goal of sustained peace. Examples

of these subgoals include: restoring order and stability; disarming

warring factions; separating armed groups; decommissioning weapons;

de-mining; repatriating refugees and displaced persons; reinte-

grating soldiers into civilian life (including child soldiers and bush

brides); creating and rebuilding administrative, court and judicial

systems, police forces, and custom agencies; reforming the security

sector; advancing the protection of human rights; providing tech-

nical assistance and economic development; promoting formal and

informal participation in the political decision-making process; 

reforming and strengthening institutions of governance; and

monitoring elections.
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The peace dividend that was supposed to result from the thawing

of the Cold War never really materialized. For one thing, conflicts

that had been more or less frozen during the East-West tension

seem to percolate out of the thawing conditions of the immediate

post–Cold War period and neither the US nor the dismantling

Soviet Union seemed interested, initially, about doing much about

them. Beer cites estimates that indicate that there were approxi-

mately 93 conflicts around the world in the first half of the last

decade of the twentieth century, 5.5 million people were killed and

75 percent of those were civilians. Almost all of these conflicts were

intrastate ones, thus explaining the disproportionate number of

civilian casualties. The majority of these conflicts were found in the

poorest corners of the globe, particularly on the African continent

but also in parts of the Middle East, Central Asia, Eastern Europe,

and parts of the former Soviet Union. 

The debacle in Somalia, the Rwandan genocide, the at times

indiscriminate but politically motivated slaughter in the Congo,

Sierra Leone, Liberia, Mozambique, and the continued violence in

other places such as the Middle East, Asia, Chechnya, and Latin

America all indicated a persistent adherence to a culture of violence.

Many of these human tragedies and gross human rights violations

occurred in so-called “failed states” where the absence of effective

governance meant that civilians were particularly vulnerable to

wanton violence. Millions of innocent people became refugees and

displaced persons and billions of dollars worth of destruction to

national infrastructures and to governmental and societal institutions

have been caused by internecine violence during the post–Cold

War period. The problem of failed states reached the highest levels

of national security planning after the terrorist attacks on the

United States in September 2001. US officials identified failed states

as a major source of terrorist activity and identified these states as

the principal targets of concern in their National Security state-

ment in September 2002. 
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This new dimension of insecurity was added to the long-standing

and continuing problems of unchecked population growth, crushing

debt burdens, barriers to trade, drugs trafficking, the trafficking in

women and children, and a growing disparity between rich and poor.

Poverty, disease, famine, natural and manmade disasters, oppression

and despair compounded the problems. 

It became evident that the sources of many of these conflicts

were so pervasive and deep that to address them successfully, the

international community would have to harness its resources to

tackle the underlying factors that perpetuated these conflicts. The

UN and others applied familiar tools of diplomacy, ceasefire moni-

toring, observer missions, peacekeeping and peacemaking with

varying degrees of success. What became clear is that the “new”

conflicts required new tools to deal with them. Thus began a period

of experimentation with the modification of existing tools, such 

as second-generation peace operations, peace enforcement, and

preventative deployment. Boutros Ghali introduced the concept of

peacebuilding to complement peacemaking, peacekeeping and

preventive diplomacy. In his own words, he felt that if the UN was

to be successful in dealing with these new conflicts it would have to

develop “comprehensive efforts to identify and support structures

which will tend to consolidate peace and advance a sense of con-

fidence and well-being among people.”2

As Abiew and Keating note, the prevalence of civil conflict 

generated “too many opportunities for postconflict peacebuilding

operations.” In addition, growing interest and concern for human/

individual security prompted a flurry of peacebuilding activity

around the globe, especially on the African continent where there

seemed to be a demonstrated link between poverty, underdevelop-

ment and conflict. Concerns about terrorist threats emerging from

these “states of insecurity” have only increased the interest and

involvement of certain major powers in peacebuilding.

Sustaining peace, however, has not been easy. As the concept and

practice of peacebuilding evolved, the challenges became more
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daunting. Clearly, the chapters in this volume describe the difficulty

and complexity of remodeling dysfunctional structures in countries

torn apart by war. The chapters also show that peacebuilding is a

multidimensional exercise involving multiple tasks, many tools,

and a variety of actors that address both the proximate and structural

causes of conflict. 

In the introduction, the analogy of an orchestra was used to

describe peacebuilding. A full orchestra is comprised of several diverse

instruments and musicians. Each individual instrument has a

particular role to play in the musical production. These instruments,

however, must be finely tuned so that there is coherence to the

music being produced. At the same time, the musicians must have

a good knowledge of the instruments they are using, and it also helps

if they have at least an appreciation of the instruments that are not

their own. Naturally, it helps as well if all the players are using the

same sheet of music, with clearly delineated notations that reveal to

each musician not only what part s/he ought to be playing but also

at what time s/he would need to enter or leave particular passages

of the musical piece. While a sophisticated orchestra with excellent

players can get by without a conductor, there is a much better

chance that cacophony will be avoided if a maestro is leading,

using the baton to coordinate the players, keep the tempo, manage

the entrances and exits, build towards a crescendo, lengthen a

specific note, or bring the entire piece of music to satisfying resolu-

tion. As with the orchestra, peacebuilders must learn to work in

concert in order to produce anything resembling a coherent approach

to postconflict reconciliation, conflict prevention and sustainable

peace. 

The authors in this volume note that peacebuilding tasks vary

from the mundane to the sophisticated, the simple to the complex,

and the immediate/medium to the long term. The objectives may be

disarming warring parties, decommissioning and destroying weapons,

de-mining or repatriating refugees. But some of the objectives may

be of a different order, for example, restoring law and order, creating
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or rebuilding justice systems, providing long term technical assis-

tance and sustained economic development, advancing human rights,

strengthening civil society institutions, or revamping governance

structures. In the long run, for peace to be sustained, the underlying

objective of peacebuilding efforts ought to be transforming a society

from a culture of violence to one of conflict prevention and peace. 

Central to peacebuilding is the notion of dispute resolution. No

peace can be initiated or sustained unless mechanisms are in place

for resolving potential, incipient and actual conflicts. Thus, it is

incumbent upon those who devise peacebuilding operations to bear

in mind that mechanisms of negotiation, early warning, enquiry,

mediation, conciliation, arbitration, judicial settlement and resorting

to regional agencies or arrangements, among others, ought to be

considered and used in building the foundation for peace. These

particular instruments are designed primarily to forestall violent

conflicts. In other words, they are considered tools of conflict preven-

tion and resolution. However, we are reminded by several of the

authors in this volume that there are times when the use of coer-

cive tools might be required to abate threats designed to unravel a

peace. In such cases, peacebuilders may have to consider the utiliza-

tion of measured armed force to ensure that a stable climate is

created for nourishing peace initiatives, or for beating back the

destructive forces that are determined to dismantle the architec-

ture of peace. 

Building sustainable peace may require, in some cases, the use

of such measures as the complete or partial interruption of economic

relations and of rail, sea, air, postal, telegraphic, radio, and other

means of communication, and the severance of diplomatic rela-

tions. It may also demand the employment of economic sanctions

or arms embargoes, military demonstrations, blockades, or as a

last resort, coercive military interventions. As Masciulli starkly put

it, even though our long-term objective is the creation of a culture

of peace, “defensive war against unprovoked aggression and human

rights violations is just.” Ankersen furthers the argument when he
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says: “no one can distribute food or construct democratic institu-

tions under a hail of gunfire. The conditions for success must be

achieved first. For this task, there is no one else. Military forces alone

have the expertise and the hardware to create and maintain order.

It so happens that they also have a great deal to offer in the

creation of peace as well.”

Labonte makes it clear that for the foreseeable future, the 

development of robust norms of peace and conflict prevention will

no doubt have to include at least the possibility of the use of force,

in some instances. As she puts it: “Even in the most forward-looking

operational frameworks of conflict prevention and peacebuilding,

the option to employ preventive action in the form of military or

armed humanitarian intervention will inevitably be featured.” One

of necessary conditions for any successful peacebuilding operation

is the restoration and maintenance of political and social stability.

This requires, at minimum, the termination of military hostilities

(as argued by Adebajo, Adelman, Ankersen, Das, Daudelin, and

Gebremariam) and the control of weapons (as pointed out by Lloyd).

The linkage of political and social stability to the cessation of

military hostilities thus leaves open the prospect of the use of armed

force as an optional tool in pursuit of that goal. To think otherwise

would be tantamount to putting on conceptual blinkers. In many

postconflict theaters there are “low intensity” civil conflicts that

can spiral out of control unless a credible deterrent force is present.

One only has to look at the conditions that exist in such war-torn

countries Afghanistan, Angola, Burundi, Congo (Zaire), Haiti, Lebanon,

Liberia, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Somalia, and Sudan to recognize the

potential need for a military insurance policy that can positively

influence local conflict dynamics so as to enhance the effectiveness

of humanitarian operations and create the necessary conditions

for sustainable peace. Adebajo, as well as Das, noted the brief British

military intervention in Sierra Leone between May-June 2000 that

not only helped to stabilize the situation in Freetown and its envi-
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rons but also helped to save the UN’s effort to set up the conditions

for peacebuilding in that country.

However, as Ankersen points out, the military tool can also be

modified to deal with some of the non-coercive elements in peace-

building operations. For instance in the vacuum of civil authority

in Kosovo, soldiers assumed functions of the police. They responded

to occurrences of domestic violence, sexual abuse, theft, and impaired

driving—functions that would normally be undertaken by civilian

police forces. In the temporary absence of a judicial system in Kosovo,

the NATO military commanders filled in by running a detention

facility and acting as jailor, judge and jury. Other activities under-

taken by military forces in missions such as Kosovo have included

offering humanitarian relief; providing emergency shelter delivery,

critical medical care, and food; helping local doctors establish prac-

tices in areas of mixed ethnicity; rebuilding bridges, road, houses,

schools, churches and mosques; and guarding mixed ethnic schools

so that children in fragile peace situations could still get an educa-

tion. These were not military tasks but were accomplished by the

military instrument.

Having said this, we need to bear in mind the words of caution

that echo through Bush’s contribution. He admits that there are

often clear military security tasks in “postconflict” settings that are

best undertaken by military actors. However, he warns of the danger

of casting “military activities as the cardinal referent from which

all other activities take their bearing.” In other words, Bush is weary

of attempts at militarizing peacebuilding. He sees peacebuilding as

essentially a “developmental initiative with a crucial security

component,” not the other way around. It therefore should not be

driven by “military-security logic.” The problem is that military-led

approaches are generally top-down and tend to minimize local

inputs. They are also task-oriented, short-term and dependent on a

top-down command structure and elaborate institutional support.

In opposition to arguments made by Ankersen and Labonte, Bush
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asserts that the military does not possess the necessary skill required

to play effective nonmilitary roles. Further, he argues that the

“privatization of security” at the international level helps to erode

the legitimacy of the state as an institution and the idea of the

state as the sole actor with legitimate recourse to the use of armed

force. 

This trend towards gun-based authority structures in peace-

building situations may even result in a remilitarization of a subdued

conflict environment and would most likely contribute more to a

culture of violence than one of peace. Militarization as well as the

development of a war economy is basically an unintended negative

consequence of some peacebuilding. As we write, developments in

both Afghanistan and Iraq reinforce this position as militarization

impedes the provision of other necessary services. The arguments

against the militarization of peacebuilding are strengthened by

Nakaya’s analysis of the situation in Somalia prior to the depar-

ture of UNOSOM II, although it is not restricted to that operation.

As she puts it, the injection of foreign troops into that country

“had a destabilizing effect on the local economy,” exacerbating the

“economy of war.” It also created a false economy that had devas-

tating effects on women and children once the foreign military

forces left that country. This is a general observation that is appli-

cable to many peacekeeping and peacebuilding environments (most

notably those in Cambodia and East Timor).

What is evident in this volume is that the players involved in

peacebuilding are as varied as the tasks and tools of this concept

and practice. These players range from actors in military and police

establishments, civil society and nongovernmental organizations,

governments, international and regional organizations, ad hoc crim-

inal tribunals (and potentially the International Criminal Court),

departments of justice, intelligence agencies, criminal investigative

agencies, drug enforcement agencies, to those on truth and recon-

ciliation commissions. 
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Several authors have pointed out the important role that humani-

tarian bodies, medical groups (like Médicins sans Frontières), aid

agencies (like USAID, CIDA), engineers, and international and regional

economic and financial institutions have been playing recently in

peacebuilding efforts. Certainly we cannot overlook the important

peacebuilding roles of the United Nations and its specialized agen-

cies (especially the Security Council, the WFP, UNICEF, UNIFEM,

UNDP, UNHCR, UNCIVPOL, and UN special representatives), the Bretton

Woods institutions (the World Bank, the IMF, the IDA), transregional

organizations (e.g. NATO, the Group of 7/8, the Commonwealth and

La Francophonie), regional organizations (like the OSCE, the EU,

the OAU, ASEAN, the OAS), subregional bodies (like ECOWAS and

IGADD) and regional development banks (e.g. the Asian Development

Bank’s role in East Timor). However, as we learn from Adebajo,

Gebremariam, and Narine, regional bodies often lack the resources

and capacity and/or the political will to perform many of the tasks

needed for peacebuilding.

States are also heavily involved in peacebuilding activities, either

individually or collectively. Major powers like the US, the UK and

Russia can provide substantial material support for peacebuilding

(note the African Crisis Response Initiative by the US in Africa or

Washington’s International Military Education and Training

Programmed in Africa). Daudelin points out that given the scope

and costs of some peacebuilding operations, as well as the logistical

capacity they may require, only the rich and materially-endowed

“West” can “arm, organize, and finance them.” However, there is a

tendency at times for these powers to be self-interested, media driven,

ethnocentric, and heavy handed in their approaches to peacebuilding.

For these reasons, these powers have been accused by some of

being inconsistent, biased and unfair in the operationalization

of their peacebuilding policies. 

Middle range powers like Australia, Canada, Japan, the Netherlands,

Switzerland, Sweden, and Norway are also able to provide material
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support for peacebuilding efforts but are generally better known for

their active involvement in development projects that can nurture

peace, even though, as Beer reminds us, they can also be driven by

self-interest and bias. Regional powers such as Nigeria and South

Africa are also becoming involved in peacebuilding activity. However,

the quest for regional hegemony, as Daudelin charges, may unfor-

tunately be one of the powerful motivating factors for this involvement.

Former colonial powers such as the UK, France, and Belgium have

played significant roles in recent peacebuilding operations. But their

motivations for doing so are questioned primarily because of their

exploitative colonial past.

International NGOs are generally at the center of most peace-

building operations. Part of the reason for this, particularly over

the past decade or so, has been the tendency of states and state-

based international organizations to contract out certain elements

of peacebuilding operations to NGOs. Abiew and Keating as well as

Labonte write of the peacebuilding tasks performed by NGO in

postconflict reconstruction. These tasks are usually seen in the context

of ongoing development work by these bodies. It is the nature of

their on-going development activities that generally place NGOs in

situations where multilateral peacebuilding operations are active.

In other words, peacebuilding is generally viewed by NGOs as a natural

extension of their development work. NGOs are generally on the

ground in states coming out of conflict long before IGOs and external

state actors. 

It has been suggested that NGOs also possess certain comparative

advantages in terms of their capacities vis-à-vis states and IGOs. These

advantages included their ability to reach the poorest and most

needy in war-ravaged states and to get to remote areas; a capacity to

promote local participation and to implement programs in direct

collaboration with target beneficiary groups; and a capacity to operate

on low costs; a capacity to strengthen local institutions and to facil-

itate the empowerment of marginal groups. Added to these qualities,

is the fact that NGOs are generally more flexible and pragmatic
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than most governments and are not encumbered by such weights as

“sovereignty” and “nonintervention” principles that IGOs at both

international and regional level are constitutionally bound by. These

sovereignty-free actors of civil society provide a people-to-people

approach and can be less partial than state and state-based actors in

their delivery of services. Their comparative lack of bureaucracy and

the commitment and dedication of the usually young staff of these

NGOs are other obvious reasons why these players are highly valued

in peacebuilding operations. 

Another reason why NGOs have been so heavily involved in peace-

building operations is that in difficult internal situations, target

governments are often unwilling to accept intergovernmental involve-

ment, be it by the United Nations, regional organizations, or other

states, because of the legitimacy such action may bestow on insur-

gents or opposition groups. But as Abiew and Keating note, parties

to the conflict sometimes use NGOs for their own political purposes

more effectively than other institutions and foreign governments

and thus prefer their involvement because of their perceived

manipulability. 

Finally, the main reason why NGOs have undertaken peace-

building activity has to do with the tendency of governments and

IGOs to subcontract elements of peacebuilding to these nonstate

actors. Decreases in government’s ODA have been mirrored by in-

creases in government allotments to NGOs for peacebuilding work

in developing countries. Many NGO’s have gone well beyond providing

relief during complex humanitarian emergencies to being increas-

ingly asked to perform more politicized roles such as monitoring

human rights violations, assisting with conflict resolution, and moni-

toring elections. Some have even taken over state-type functions in

areas like health, education, water and sanitation systems, and agri-

cultural extension services. In many ways, NGO activity can thus be

seen as filling a vacuum left by the state—both the target state and

the donor state. NGO representatives have often made references to

their operations “as comprising a continuum of relief efforts, rehabil-
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itation, reconstruction, and sustainable development”—these are

component parts of peacebuilding.

Nakaya notes the role that the Catholic Church played in

support of peacebuilding effort in Mozambique. Adebajo notes the

work of the US-based Carter Center in Liberia in observing and moni-

toring elections as well as the support provided by the US-based

National Democratic Institute and the UK-based Westminster

Foundation for Democracy to strengthening political parties in

Sierra Leone. 

Local groups are also partners in the peacebuilding process. Some

of these local groups are former enemies who have benefited from

the creation of a new climate due in large part to peacebuilding

activity. One such example is the relationship that has developed

between FRELIMO and RENAMO in Mozambique. Women’s groups

have played interesting and important peacebuilding roles in Somalia

and Mozambique. Nakaya reports how women’s groups in Somalia

contributed to peacebuilding by initiating inter-clan dialogue for

peace. They were able to do so because through marriage many of

them developed cross-clan connections; as daughters they belong

to the clan of their fathers, but as wives they also belong to the

clan of their husbands. Nakaya concluded that by linking gender-

specific roles in clan-based systems, those women were in a

position to influence the structural base of power relations and use

it to facilitate peacebuilding activity.3

Adebajo also points to important work done by local civil society

groups like Liberia’s Interfaith Mediation Committee and Sierra

Leone’s Inter-Religious Council to try to break the warlords’ grip on

the societies in these respective countries, even though their efforts

were not always successful. Chopra and Hohe describe the impor-

tance of national, district, subdistrict and village councils to the

peacebuilding process in East Timor.

Individuals are also important partners in the peacebuilding

process. Gebremariam notes the role that eminent persons, such as

Heads of State or Special Representatives of the UN Secretary-General
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can play in peacebuilding. Indeed, the tributes paid to Sergio de

Mello, the UN Secretary General’s Special Representative for Iraq,

after his untimely death in the bomb blast in Baghdad in August

2003 revealed the important role that individuals like him play in

peacebuilding.

There is also a role for local clan leaders who may have a tre-

mendous amount of influence in their societies. Gebremariam

acknowledges the importance of the wisdom of the Council of

Elders in Somali, known as the Guurti, which represented various

clans in national peace conferences and other peacebuilding-type

initiatives. Chopra and Hohe also recognized the significant contri-

butions that village chiefs can and should make to the peacebuilding

process. Attempts by outside agencies to skirt these important soci-

etal actors are foolhardy. Based on the analysis of Chopra and

Hohe, it is evident that outside agencies’ authority with respect to

local perceptions could be greatly enhanced if there is a clear attempt

to involve village chiefs and other significant local leaders at every

stage of the peacebuilding effort. 

Das also reminds us of the importance of individuals such as

doctors, police officers, nurses, teachers, engineers, lawyers, water-

works builders, judges, civil administrators and garbage collectors

to rebuilding a normal life in any postconflict society. This is some-

thing we, living in more peaceful and stable environments, take for

granted. However, these individuals are important cogs in the

wheel of peacebuilding activity. 

The need for partnership amongst all of these players is one 

of the important lessons of multidimensional peacebuilding. The

complexity of this activity requires the coordination and collabora-

tion of many players. Implicit in the concept of peacebuilding,

therefore, is the idea that partnerships, including the participation

of the recipient state and local civil society actors, must emerge to

address these broad challenges. The dynamics of any partnership

further complicate the peacebuilding process as consensus, cooper-

ation, coordination, and competing interests, and varying human

W. Andy Knight 371



and financial resources potentially muddy common goals and the

experience of the myriad actors involved. As Beer and other contrib-

utors attest, perhaps most significant in all of this is the extent to

which the recipient state and local civil society is open and recep-

tive to peacebuilding.

There are a number of important lessons to be gleaned from the

analysis and evaluation of past experiences with peacebuilding.

The first lesson is that peacebuilding operations must take into

consideration the history and culture of the target country and its

people. The first point to make is that conflicts are sui generis in

nature. This means that there are several different possible actions

that can be taken to bring them to an end and to sustain peace over

a long period. One can agree with Beer when he states that peace-

building should involve a common vision of the future. But that

vision must be one that sees peacebuilding as a complex and multi-

dimensional phenomenon. It must also be a vision that is largely

defined by local actors. The complexity of the exercise ought to be

acknowledged, and if the challenges are to be overcome successfully

it will require a singularity of focus and a unity of action—some-

thing that has not always been present among the various actors

and partners in peacebuilding operations.

Bush states that peacebuilding entails strengthening or creating

those structures and processes that are democratic, fair and respon-

sive to the needs and concerns of an entire population, from the

weakest members to the most powerful. Unfortunately, many peace-

building operations have strayed substantially from this ideal. In

fact, most peacebuilding interventions by Western (or Northern)

actors can be accused of being ethnocentric and “top-down” in the

sense that they try to impose external values on the target society

within which the peacebuilding initiative is being undertaken. 

A second lesson is that peacebuilders need to assess more thor-

oughly the impact of their efforts. Better analysis needs to be done

by external actors before embarking on a peacebuilding mission.

In addition, an evaluative criterion should be devised to guide the
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actions of peacebuilders. Many peacebuilding initiatives from the

North have done harm in the name of good. We learn from Bush

that in Kosovo reconstruction would have been put on a more solid

foundation if it had been built around civil society instead of human-

itarian commodities and services. 

The massive concentration of international aid had devastating

impacts on that society, created a false economy and probably did

more harm than good. He also implores the international commu-

nity to avoid the “conflict-nurturing impacts” of certain so-called

peacebuilding activities (and the commodification and militariza-

tion of peacebuilding). Some peacebuilders, in their attempt to be

impartial, may actually strengthen the hand of groups within the

target society that are most responsible for the violence. Bush provides

an example in which outside peacebuilders simply reinforced the

“apartheid geographies” sought and achieved by the Balkan genoci-

diers. Daudelin echoes the advice of Noam Chomsky who admonished

external actors to “do no harm,” and if they can’t find a way to adhere

to this elementary principle, then they should simply “do nothing.”

Yet, doing nothing, in the case of Rwanda, resulted in close to a

million deaths. Evaluative measurement of peacebuilding activities

and initiatives should be based on whether on not such programs

support sustainable structures and processes that strengthen pros-

pects for peaceful coexistence and decrease the likelihood of an

outbreak of violence. 

A third lesson is the importance of distinguishing among those

peacebuilding activities that are short term, those that are medium

term and those that are long term and recognizing that many such

tasks will fall into the last category. Peacebuilders must be prepared

to be present in the target country for lengthy periods of time, or

until the local community can take over the functions of governance.

Daudelin decried those bungee cord-type humanitarian efforts that

plan their exit strategies before completing the peacebuilding tasks.

But there may be some elements of peacebuilding activity that require

certain peacebuilding actors to be present in the target country for
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a brief period of time and then hand over the remainder of the

operation to other actors. The actors involved at each stage should

be aware of the role they are playing and the time and resources it

will take to get the job done. 

For instance, the military can play an important role at the initial

stages of a peacebuilding operation. As Ankersen shows, in an absolute

vacuum of civil authority, the military may assume temporarily the

functions of the police. It may also take on some of the governance

roles until an authority (either international or local) is put in place.

And, certainly, in unsafe settings, humanitarian relief groups depend

on the military to escort them into areas where their assistance is

most needed. But soldiers are also trained to carry out roles that

are strictly speaking nonmilitary ones. In addition, as Ankersen has

argued, the same capacity that is developed to fight wars can be

used to build peace. Peacebuilding is not a unilinear activity. There

can be some backsliding by formerly belligerent groups. It helps if

there is at least some military presence to ensure that such a situation

does not get out of hand and that a secure and stable environment

is maintained for the other functions of peacebuilding to proceed

uninterrupted. However, it must also be realized that while the

military may be necessary, it is not sufficient.

Another lesson identified in the preceding contributions is that

military instruments cannot provide sustainable solutions to the

political, economic and social root causes of violence. The milita-

rization of peacebuilding should be avoided. Peacebuilding is essentially

involved in directing societies away from military solutions to conflict.

The military can play an important role in providing security initially.

They can help create the conditions of stability so that civilian peace-

builders can get on with their jobs. However, it would be much

better if local conflict management mechanisms were developed

rather than try to insert armed forces or mercenaries to fight their

way into situations. The use of private armies in peacebuilding is a

dangerous practice. It erodes the legitimacy of fledgling states that

are trying to reassert themselves and control the use of force within
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their boundaries and there is no accountability mechanism at the

international or regional levels to ensure that these private mili-

taries follow specific codes of conduct. Additionally, such armies

help legitimate gun-based authority structures that can only lead

to a further embrace of the norms and cultures of violence. 

There needs to be a concerted effort to improve the relationship

between the military, IGOs and NGOs in the theaters of peacebuilding.

Ankersen suggests that the best way of dong this is to establish joint

coordination centers replete with liaison officers and advisors.

These centers would be used as clearinghouses where information

can be shared amongst the various partners in the peacebuilding

operation.

Additionally, international NGOs have to be careful not to alter

in a negative way the balance of domestic forces in the societies in

which they are carrying out peacebuilding activity. While the role

of NGOs has been viewed mostly positively by the authors in this

volume, some concerns were raised about their lack of accounta-

bility, their inability at times to get along with the military units

brought in to protect them, their tendency at times to bypass local

NGOs in their delivery of aid, and about the motivations behind

their involvement in peacebuilding activity. Abiew and Keating recom-

mend that NGOs need to develop a code of conduct in an effort 

to make them more accountable. These authors also agree with

Prendergast that any form of aid that ignores the local context is

potentially destabilizing. They should implement programs that

support those local people who seek alternatives to conflict and to

build the necessary indigenous capacity so that the locals can

address the root causes of conflict eventually on their own. Their

role in peacebuilding should be supportive rather than dictatorial. 

Local actors, talent, and wisdom ought to be drawn upon at

every stage of the peacebuilding process. Long-term transformation

in postconflict societies may be highly dependent on designing

mechanisms that could allow for genuine popular participation

and local input into peacebuilding decisions. Chopra and Hohe are
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critical of the intrusive UN transitional administration in East

Timor because it failed to solicit direct participation of the local

communities. These kinds of asocial peacebuilding initiatives are

bound to run into difficulties. They are certainly not amenable to

building sustainable peace. Indeed, participatory peacebuilding

should be the next phase of international peace operations aimed

at developing a culture of peace and constructing sustainable gover-

nance structures. Peacebuilding thus ought to be, whenever possible,

a bottom up process. After all, those people most affected by the

peacebuilding initiatives should have a say in their outcomes.

Nakaya makes it clear that one important lesson to be learned is

that all international approaches to peacebuilding “need to involve

gender analysis as part of structural reforms toward equality.” The

mainstreaming of a gender perspective in peacebuilding is absolutely

essential to the future success of these efforts. The role of women

in peacebuilding must be given prominence of place. Nakaya points

out that the 1995 Beijing Platform of Action called for increased

participation of women in conflict resolution at decision-making

levels. The UN Security Council has also made a similar demand

and it called on those involved in peace operations to pay partic-

ular attention to the needs of women and to their plight. UNIFEM

has commissioned independent experts to assess the impact of

armed conflict on women and the role of women in peacebuilding. 

There is a sense that women have a specific perspective to offer

on these matters that ought not to be ignored. In addition, as Nakaya

ably demonstrates, the sustainability of peace may well depend on

the extent to which women are on board in terms of supporting

peacebuilding efforts. But to do so may require affirmative action

and structural reform to the decision-making, constitutional, legal

and governance mechanisms. 

Regional actors must also be prepared to do more when it comes

to peacebuilding in countries in their region. Adebajo noted that 

it took the growing indifference of external actors to African conflicts
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for regional actors like Nigeria and South Africa to play a greater

role in peace operations, including peacebuilding, on the conti-

nent. ASEAN, a regional actor, is reluctant to become involved in

peacebuilding if this requires it to undermine in any way the sover-

eign integrity of its members. This may have much to do with the

fact that most states in that region are relatively weak states that

are in the process of state-building. However, ASEAN may be helping

to contribute to the development of a culture of conflict preven-

tion amongst its member countries because its member states disavow

violence in their dealing with each other. To the extent that this is

so, Narine argues that ASEAN is in fact contributing to an element

of peacebuilding in the South East Asia region. 

Not all regional organizations can contribute in the same way to

peacebuilding. Subregional bodies like ECOMOG and ECOWAS, as well

as the main regional body in Africa—the OAU/AU—worked in part-

nership with UNOMIL in Liberia and UNAMSIL in Sierra Leone. But

regional players often lack the resources needed to take on peace-

building tasks on their own. Gebremariam acknowledges that the

OAU’s Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management and Resolution

is confronted with major limitations, not the least of which are a

shortage of human resource capacity and a paucity of financial

commitment from OAU member states. 

Adebajo provides us with five observations based on his analysis

of two peacebuilding operations in the African region: Sierra Leone

and Liberia. These are: (1) regional and subregional organizations

must be provided with logistical and financial resources to assist

them in peacebuilding efforts; (2) the role of regional hegemons,

while important to the peacebuilding effort, should be considered

and weighed carefully; (3) peacebuilding efforts should adopt a

subregional approach especially in cases where the effects of the

conflict has spilled over to several countries in the subregion; (4)

regional action in peacebuilding must be supplemented by that of

the UN and international NGOs; and, (5) donor conferences which
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provided crucial electoral and postconflict assistance in Liberia and

Sierra Leone must continue to mobilize resources in support of

peacebuilding in both countries. 

Adebajo’s policy recommendations boil down to a single point

(one also made by Das) that becomes another lesson to be learned:

the international community needs to dig deeper into its pockets and

commit substantially greater funds and resources to peacebuilding

exercises. Peacebuilding is not cheap.

Yet another lesson is to acknowledge the importance of the rather

mundane aspects of peacebuilding that tend to go unnoticed and

to recognize how many diverse activities can contribute to the peace-

building process. For instance, Bush draws attention to national

immunization campaigns that helped to expand the peacebuilding

space in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Sri Lanka, Cambodia,

El Salvador, Lebanon, and the Philippines. He also alerted us to

similar examples in Sri Lanka where a USAID-sponsored water man-

agement project generated both development and peacebuilding

benefits to the community. The Gal Oya project resulted in the

construction of ad hoc institutions of inter-communal cooperation

beyond the scope of the water management project—converting

zero-sum into positive sum games—even though it was not consciously

developed as a peacebuilding project. It also supports Chopra and

Hohe’s notion of participation as being essential to successful peace-

building operations. Any activity that helps to cement and sustain

the peace ought to be considered under the rubric of peacebuilding,

even if this has traditionally not been the case. 

Greater attention must also be paid to the reform of justice and

policing systems in countries where peacebuilding efforts are being

undertaken. Beer’s case study of the situation in Haiti is instructive

in this regard. It does not make sense to develop one part of the

justice system in a country emerging out of conflict without

addressing the weaknesses in other parts of that system. As Beer

observed: “The absence of parallel and overlapping development in
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the three sectors of justice (the police, the judiciary, and the prison

system), is now recognized as a significant problem in justice devel-

opment in Haiti.” Worse yet, the international assistance provided to

strengthen the police force in Haiti, at the expense of the other two

judicial sectors, served only to boost an institution that has long

been responsible for human rights abuse in that country. The lesson

here is clear: all actors involved in peacebuilding must find a way to

coordinate their activities so that all aspects of the justice system in

the target state are being addressed simultaneously.

Finally, but not unimportantly, it is evident that peacebuilding

will be most successful when it receives proper political and economic

support. Critically important, given its hegemonic position, is the

US government’s support for peacebuilding and related activities.

For example, sustainable peace cannot be obtained unless small

arms and light weapons proliferation is brought under control. As

Lloyd argues, prospects for an international SALW regime have im-

proved as attention has been focused on this problem. However,

the main obstacle to the further development of that regime may

come from the US, which has refused to endorse the idea. The

activity may continue without the US, but it would be much better

if peacebuilding efforts have the endorsement of the world’s greatest

power. At the same time, given the diversity of the tasks and the

necessity of the substantial costs and commitments required, and

the need for local buy-in, the US cannot and should not act alone.

Effective peacebuilding requires a multilateral commitment from

the international community, including the active support of the

major powers.

The challenge for the scholars and practitioners involved in either

observing or carrying out peacebuilding activities is to stand back

from the prevailing understandings of what peacebuilding ought

to be and critically assess the burgeoning activities which fall under

the label of peacebuilding. It is also important to go beyond the

anecdotal knowledge of the issue and begin to aggregate and learn
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from the accumulating experiences of peacebuilding activity. The

authors in this volume have begun this process and have striven to

link the theory and praxis of peacebuilding.

The preceding contributions have provided a clear and thorough

assessment of a variety of peacebuilding operations. The analyses

point to the exceptional complexity and difficulty involved in peace-

building. The record of success to date has not been as impressive

as one would like. Indeed, the litany of problems experienced up to

this point might be sufficient to scare many away from future

attempts. On the other hand, it is absolutely clear that the demand,

let alone desperate need, for effective peacebuilding continues to

grow. The threats posed by civil conflicts and failed states not only

to the civilians attempting to survive in the midst of pervasive inse-

curity but also to regional and more global interests have become

more starkly evident in the days since the terrorist attacks on the

United States. Concern among states and civil society actors for

human security also continue to expand. Peacebuilding remains

the most viable international response to addressing these persistent

sources of insecurity and oppression.

If we are to facilitate a transition from a culture of violence to a

culture of peace, then we need to have a clear understanding not only

of the nature of already established war cultures, but also of the

cultural presuppositions we bring to the understanding of those

cultures. Adelman provides a framework that enables us to be self-

critical of our own analyses of the presuppositions and proposals we

bring to peacebuilding. Many of today’s violent conflicts are exacer-

bated by the absence of coherence that peacebuilders and analysts of

peacebuilding bring to the issue, thereby exacerbating conflict.

It is our position that peacebuilding operations should aim to

address underlying causes of conflict if they are to construct an

architecture of peace that will withstand the test of time. If there

will always be conflicts, one way to ensure that such clashes do not

become violent is to set up functional institutions to mitigate such

violence. As was noted earlier, peacebuilding tools can be used to
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deconstruct dysfunctional institutions and norms and to construct

institutions and norms that support sustainable peace. However,

we want to make clear that this is a complex issue and that the

answers are not always as clear cut as some would want us to believe.4

Furthermore, this volume raises fundamental questions not only

about what to reconstruct but also about how to do so in order not

to recreate the unsustainable institutions and structures that origi-

nally contributed to violent conflict.

This still leaves room for the embrace of a cosmopolitan theory,

similar to the one put forward by Masciulli. He argued that if 

societies can embrace a humane global ethic, we will be in a better

position to witness a transformation of those societies from ones

embedded in a culture of violence to ones in which a culture of

peace will be prevalent. Along with Masciulli, I would emphasize

that cultures are not static entities, but are always undergoing trans-

formations. Prevalent global cultures need to change and undergo

a parametric transformation from (honorable and dishonorable)

warrior violence, to institutionalized “postwarrior” peaceful conflict

resolution. Cosmopolitan ethics, unlike divisive warrior ethics, appeals

to what is reasonably and creatively best in every culture, pointing

to a new world in which, for the most part, conflict and competition

would be conducted nonviolently, humanely, decently, and honor-

ably. In the end, this is ultimately what peacebuilding hopes to

achieve. 

Notes

1 Admittedly, the influence of a structural constructivist perspective built on a 

universalist rationalist instrumental is evident in my work. However, this volume

can be seen as an attempt to straddle the fence that separates universalist and 

varied local positions. 

2 Boutros Boutros-Ghali, “An Agenda for Peace: Preventative Diplomacy, Peacemaking

and Peace-keeping. Report of the Secretary-General Pursuant to the Statement

Adopted by the Summit Meeting of the Security Council on 31 January 1992,

A/47/277–S/24111 (17 June 1992), section VI, para 55.
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3 Nakaya reaches this conclusion even though in the end Somali women abandoned

this approach at the peace conference and conformed to clan-based allocation of

the transitional national assembly seats that included seats for women themselves

(25 seats for women were allocated according to clans). This institutional arrange-

ment therefore preserved the existing social categories instead of influencing the

structural base of power. As a result, unfortunately, women in Somalia are not

allowed to participate effectively in peacebuilding at the national or clan levels.

4 The complexity of this issue is well documented in a recent book, Antonio Donini,

Norah Niland, and Karin Wermester, eds., Nation-Building Unraveled? Aid, Peace and

Justice in Afghanistan (Bloomfield, CT: Kumarian Press, 2004).
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