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Introduction: 
Peace and Confl ict on the Edge

Robert C. Hudson
University of Derby, United Kingdom

Wolfgang Benedek
University of Graz, Austria

Francisco Ferrándiz
CCHS-CSIC (Spanish National Research Council), Spain

This book originates in the work publicly presented and later writ-
ten up by doctoral students attending the Bilbao (2007) and Graz 
(2009) Intensive Programmes of the European network European Doc-
torate Enhancement in Peace and Conflict Studies (EDEN). Respectively 
entitled ‘Multidisciplinary Perspectives on Peace and Conflict: A View 
from Europe’ and ‘Human Security, Peace and Stability (with a focus 
on the Balkan Region)’, these intensive programmes —part of an an-
nual series which started in 2004— are a basic ingredient of the EDEN 
curriculum (also incorporating tutored periods abroad in other training 
centres of the network), and are designed to foster a critical research 
culture amongst all members of the network, increasing the contact 
between graduate students and more senior researchers, and estab-
lishing the foundations for a critical mass of researchers interested in 
Peace and Conflict issues from a broad interdisciplinary perspective. 
The organization of the annual Intensive Programmes and the publica-
tion of the results are crucial instruments in fulfilling EDEN´s goals. Pub-
lications are a powerful training mechanism, as well as key in the public 
dissemination of the ongoing debates taking place within the network, 
increasing its visibility. Furthermore, we believe that advanced gradu-
ate students are in a privileged position too, starting out from the solid 
theoretical and methodological foundations obtained in their respective 
PhD Programmes across Europe, and producing the kind of innovative 
and critical work that is sorely needed for any field of knowledge to re-
main alive and crisp. Namely, to remain both on edge and on the edge, 
questioning its limits, expanding its horizons, enriching it theoretically 
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12 ROBERT C. HUDSON, WOLFGANG BENEDEK AND FRANCISCO FERRÁNDIZ

and methodologically and constantly adjusting to the new kinds of 
problems arising. This book, the third in EDEN junior series (after Peace 
and Conflict: Europe and Beyond, 2006; and Different Approaches to 
Peace and Conflict, 2008), consolidates the network’s desire to con-
tinue the path of becoming a European referent in Peace and Conflict 
Research.

In order to extract some lessons for contemporary conflict analysis 
and peacebuilding, Alexei Fedorov’s case study focuses on the historical 
evolution of the bilateral relationships between the Soviet Union and 
Yugoslavia in the second half of the 20th century, by contrasting two 
periods in Soviet-Yugoslav relations (the 1950s and the late 1980s). The 
first period, 1948-1956, covers the cleavage in Soviet-Yugoslav rela-
tions that arose from the fall-out between Stalin and Tito and the rap-
prochement between Khrushchev and Tito whereby Khrushchev was 
trying to confirm his leadership against the hard-liners of the ‘conserv-
ative’ opposition within the politburo, by saving face and securing the 
Soviet Union’s position within the eastern bloc. By contrast Tito would 
benefit from the dangerous game of playing off East against West dur-
ing the period the post-war, bi-polar cleavage that would continue 
until the period of perestroika and glasnost. This brings us to Fedor-
ov’s second period of analysis and raises the following question. What 
would have happened if, in 1991, the Soviet Union had reverted to 
its traditional pro-Serb and pan-Slav interests? Certainly, the potential 
was there for such a development, and General Secretary Mikhail Gor-
bachev had consistently made references to his homologue Slobodan 
Milošević of a common Russo-Serb friendship based on the pan-Slav, 
pro-Serb, co-religionist relations between Serbia that predate the Serb 
migrations of 1691 and 1725. Yet he never extended the same hand of 
friendship to the Croatian and Slovenian leaders in meetings that took 
place against the back drop of the final endgame towards the eventual 
break up of Yugoslavia. In the shuttle diplomacy of high-ranking offic-
ers of the JNA and the Soviet Ministry of Defence there was certainly 
the potential for a Soviet military intervention in the former Federative 
Socialist Republic of Yugoslavia; and, given Yugoslavia’s geo-strategic 
position on the Adriatic concomitant with the possibility of NATO inter-
vention, how close did Europe come to the brink in 1991?

What Fedorov has done here is make a valuable contribution to fu-
ture research in Russian and East European History, International Poli-
tics and Slavonic studies, which intriguingly makes us wonder what 
were the agreements and talks between the Serbian leadership and the 
Soviet leadership in the ember days of both states? Only future histori-
ans, political scientists and slavicists will be able to get to the heart of 
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 INTRODUCTION: PEACE AND CONFLICT ON THE EDGE 13

the matter when the Russian and Serbian archives for the period are fi-
nally fully opened to the public.

In her chapter on the role of violence on Mexico’s state formation 
and democratisation, Paula Luz Parra departs from the mainstream 
studies of this topic by incorporating, beyond direct violence, other 
forms of violence that are also crucial in the process, such as cultural-
symbolic and structural violence, following Galtung’s path. Drawing on 
different disciplines and feminist approaches, the author problematises 
what is meant by violence and explores the different ways in which it is 
both a destructive and constitutive force in state formation processes. 
By embracing Joas’ and Tiryakian’s vision that war and violence are in-
tegral features of advanced modernity, Parra also tries to point out the 
negative effects that the neglect of violence in predominant liberal 
theories of modernisation —the modernisation versus violence para-
digm— and the limits classic Marxist theory has had in understanding 
some of its key components and even of its true nature. In the Mexi-
can case, the focus on direct violence as a ‘natural’ feature of moderni-
sation in the country —the kind of violence taking place in the public 
arena between liberals and conservatives and revolutionaries— has ob-
scured the parallel tenacious and perverse workings of other forms of 
violence, glossing over crucial parts of the experience of the most pre-
carious segments of the Mexican population. The impoverished majori-
ties, the lower class actors, the indigenous populations, have been thus 
written out of history, their socio-political agency denied and their suf-
fering unacknowledged. Only by shifting the focus and incorporating 
the neglected violences and invisible populations can modernisation as 
a historical process be reinterpreted and truly understood.

Hamadziripi Munyikwa´s study of Zimbabwean Civil Society pro-
vides another example of the complex relations between states and 
civil society when approaching issues of peacebuilding and democrati-
sation. According to Munyikwa, Civil Society in Zimbabwe may be one 
of the most grounded in Africa and yet it is still in a state of chronic un-
derdevelopment, in part due to continuous attempts by official political 
culture to “blur distinctions between the ruling party, public institutions 
and organised social life”, cutting off spaces for a truly democratic civil 
society to emerge and consolidate. To understand this, Munyikwa as-
serts, it is crucial to first clarify what we mean when using the term 
“civil society”— considering the difficulties of both establishing the 
limits, circumventing different ideological takes on it, and the difficul-
ties posed by using a rather “murky” concept in different political con-
texts across the world— and then, he goes on to develop an histori-
cal overview of its inception and unfolding since the pre-independence 
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14 ROBERT C. HUDSON, WOLFGANG BENEDEK AND FRANCISCO FERRÁNDIZ

period in Zimbabwe. The author concludes that Zimbabwe’s civil soci-
ety has had a critical function in the state’s democratic trajectory, as a 
permanent source of resistance to the State’s leanings towards totali-
tarianism and authoritarian rule. The many organisations operating in 
civil society have endured severe repression yet they have managed to 
convey the voice of many citizens, denouncing human rights violations 
and abuses by the State. Oppositional political leaders have cut their 
teeth on these activities and, very importantly, a political culture valuing 
“democratic norms and practices” has taken deep root.

There has been growing concern in recent years in the United Na-
tions and right across the international area, of the growing use of 
Private Military Companies (PMCs) which are increasingly being con-
tracted to intervene in conflict and post-conflict contexts, in a process 
that has been described as the “privatization of peace”. In her chapter 
on PMCs, Carla Marcelino Gomes, assesses the activities of the PMCs 
and their personnel within the context of International Humanitarian 
Law and Human Rights Law. How do we account for the increase in 
the use of PMCs in conflict and post-conflict scenarios? Gomes points 
out that three main factors have paved the way for this new phenom-
enon, within the framework of the so-called “Revolution in Military Af-
fairs”, they are: The end of the Cold War; the proliferation of neo-lib-
eral concepts posited on the privatization of the public sector and the 
withdrawal of the state; along with the emergence of fragile states, 
since the era of decolonization. Of course, the big concern is the per-
ceived threat of low levels of accountability with regard to the PMCs 
and concerns that their activities may easily impinge upon humanitar-
ian rights. Gomes argues the case for greater responsibility and regu-
lation, as well as codes of conduct; so that PMCs become much more 
accountable before International Humanitarian Law, Human Rights Law 
and International Criminal Law.

Continuing in a similar vein to Gomes’ chapter and drawing on eth-
nographic fieldwork conducted between July 2008 and May 2009 in 
Durban, South Africa, Tessa Diphoorn’s paper highlights a basic issue in 
the contemporary shape of different forms of violence and conflict: the 
increasing presence of private security companies on the ground —al-
ready a fully-fledged and diversified private security industry—, subcon-
tracting ‘twilight’ areas of ‘safety’ where states, police force or armies 
fall short as the result of a “governance void”. This increasing pres-
ence has the potential to drastically redefine social, political and sym-
bolic processes around the management of violence and the politics of 
fear, as well as short circuiting the implementation of state-centered in-
ternational conventions. As Diphoorn herself asks about the all-perva-
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sive armed response officers (AROs) in post-apartheid South Africa and 
the increasing privatization of public and private safety: “but who are 
these people? Who are these men that roam around in residential ar-
eas on bicycles or patrol the streets at night protected by bulletproof 
vests and with firearms at their disposal? What impact do their vast 
numbers have on security practices, discourses of violence, perceptions 
of crime, the wide-ranging maintenance of social order, the ‘legitimate’ 
use of force, and societal relations in general?” Tall order questions, for 
they underline a radical transformation of the ‘legitimate’ uses of vio-
lence. Her ethnography of AROs brilliantly highlights the novel kind of 
slippery terrains in which Peace and Conflict research needs to stretch 
its theoretical and methodological tools.

Julianne Funk Deckard stresses the continuing importance of incor-
porating the analysis of identity and identity politics within the frame-
work of contemporary Peace and Conflict research, based in this case 
on the data gathered for her study of the conflict in Bosnia-Herze-
govina. In her view, “ethno-national identity” —closely linked to reli-
gious institutional affiliation— has not been deactivated at all as a di-
visive force within the region and its critical analysis continues to be a 
key component in any process of willing ‘conflict transformation’ to 
succeed. But to properly understand the depth of the problems, the 
very term ‘identity’ —utterly overused and at times devoid of an opera-
tive content—, has to be deeply researched, problematized, and over 
analysed within its context. To move beyond the conflict-driven and 
pervasive “primordialist” conceptions of identity, based on obscure yet 
socially, politically and symbolically efficacious rhetorics of “ancient ha-
treds”, Funk Deckard proposes that both researchers and policymakers 
consider the importance of emerging alternative perspectives on iden-
tity —such as cross-cutting identities or non-ethnic social movements— 
taking shape at the grassroots level which, as dynamic everyday “coun-
ter-discourses” and counterpractices, do actually work against or apart 
from the grain of the hegemonic primordialist conceptions and might 
pave the way to future forms of reconciliation or at least coexistence.

Continuing in a similar micro level of analysis, Miguel Barreto Hen-
riques critically analyses the so-called “peace laboratories” in Colom-
bia, an original set of civil-society locally based peacebuilding initiatives 
alternative to more official and global approaches to the Colombian 
conflict (such as peace negotiations, and so forth). A joint attempt has 
been made by the European Union, the Colombian government and a 
number of Colombian social organisations, with the intention of find-
ing ways of detecting and dismantling the root causes of the conflict 
at local and regional levels. Following the case-study of the Peace Lab-
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16 ROBERT C. HUDSON, WOLFGANG BENEDEK AND FRANCISCO FERRÁNDIZ

oratory of Magdalena Medio, created in 2002, the author scrutinizes 
the genealogy, scope, potentialities and limitations of such projects, as 
well as the peace models underlying it. The regional scope of the labo-
ratories is based on the extended notion of Colombia as a poorly inte-
grated country, where solutions have to take more geographically local-
ised approaches. A second underlying hypothesis of these laboratories 
is that peacebuilding is closely related to development; in other words, 
that solutions would only come by building “a nation in peace through 
regional development”. Following these premises, the main objectives 
are to curtail violence as well as poverty and exclusion. Henriques’ as-
sessment of the Peace Laboratories is mixed. On the one hand, they 
are original in a context sorely in need of imaginative policies and at 
the micro level, with a potential not only to imagine but to bring to life 
new —and more peaceful— scenarios, such as Humanitarian Spaces. 
Yet, their results are mostly symbolic, marginal, and the return of tan-
gible results can only be long term. Then, provided they succeeded, an-
other challenge would be to extrapolate them at the State level.

Richard Lappin faces a problematic aspect of the peacebuilding 
processes, namely, the issue of post-conflict democracy assistance. A 
number of failures on the ground —reversals to totalitarianism or even 
overt violence and conflict, such as Liberia, Angola or Haiti— have dis-
sipated the initial enthusiasm and this necessarily forces the different 
peacebuilding actors to critically rethink their concepts, procedures and 
goals. It is precisely in the “capability-expectations gap” amongst do-
nors, practitioners and local counterparts, as well as the lack of en-
gagement with the values and tacit understandings supposedly being 
fostered on all parts, that hinder the efficacy of such processes. Thus, 
scepticism —Carothers’ “backlash against democracy promotion”— 
arises in cases such as Iraq or Afghanistan, but also applies to Russia 
and China. An important growth in the process of harmonisation be-
tween a raft of expectations is crucial for any significant turnaround at 
a moment when post-conflict democracy assistance as a paradigm of 
peacebuilding is facing a very critical edge.

Andrej Zwitter’s contribution opens a series of four chapters dealing 
with the concept of Human Security. Zwitter argues that the concept of 
Human Security and the oft-cited “root cause approach” to solve con-
flicts are often perceived as two different and separate approaches. 
However, he argues that both approaches share the common goal of a 
peaceful environment and the retrieval of basic needs. In order to iden-
tify potential synergies between these two approaches, Zwitter reviews 
an array of different terminologies and expressions employed by the 
UNDP, the Commission on Human Security, the International Comm-
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mission on Intervention and State Sovereignty and other relevant actors 
to describe their approach in dealing with different types of causes that 
underlie conflicts. Zwitter’s systematization of these various approaches 
reveals that the term “root cause” is already used by different actors, 
and indeed is often mentioned and used in combination with the con-
cept of Human Security. However, Zwitter also argues that in practice 
the combination of a root cause approach and the Human Security ap-
proach can only be applied in an unstructured manner. Therefore, with 
reference to the triangle of violence developed by Johan Galtung and 
the concept of relative deprivation advanced by Ted Robert Gurr, Zwit-
ter aims to make the root causes approach more applicable for the res-
olution and prevention of conflicts and political violence, for which pur-
pose he is developing a comprehensive root cause approach based on 
the concept of Human Security.

Markus Moestl takes a look at the European Security and Defence 
Policy (ESDP) using a Human Security perspective. He argues that the 
concept of Human Security could be a useful framework for the fur-
ther development of this comparatively new policy area of the Euro-
pean Union, since such an approach would constitute a post-modern 
answer to the security challenges of the 21st century. In his analyses of 
the theory and practice of the ESDP Moestl argues that the concept of 
Human Security is already to some extent incorporated in the second 
pillar of the European Union. The prominent use of civilian instruments, 
well discernable efforts to mainstream human rights within the ESDP, 
as well as the adoption of guidelines for the protection of children in 
armed conflict gives credence to his argument. However, the author’s 
overall assessment of the ESDP is mixed. He alleges that a research-
based evaluation of ESDP operations that takes into account a Human 
Security perspective that is still in its early stages and that various chal-
lenges to further integrate Human Security into the ESDP persist, espe-
cially when it comes to the implementation of this concept in practice. 
Therefore, he calls for an official statement declaring Human Security 
as the framework for the future development of the ESDP. According 
to Moestl this step would prepare the way for the EU towards a more 
value-driven agenda for the ESDP with the protection and promotion 
of human rights lying at its very core.

The contribution by Ricardo Pereira offers a more critical view of 
the concept of Human Security. As a result, the author makes an ef-
fort to underline the ambivalence and discrepancies of Human Security. 
More specifically, Pereira argues that the concept and application of 
Human Security tends to be adapted according to different geopoliti-
cal settings. Reviewing the development of Human Security, the author 
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analyses the content, purpose and use of this concept in two different 
geopolitical structures, namely during the post-Cold War period and 
after the terrorist attacks of September 11. While emphasising the ex-
ample of the priorities of global health governance and policies aimed 
at the prevention and treatment of infectious diseases, he argues that 
there has been a shift in the way the concept has been implemented 
before and after the beginning of the 21st century. Pereira concludes 
that the “War on Terror” has also determined the meanings and prac-
tices of the concept of Human Security.

The perspectives on Human Security that have already been dis-
cussed become noticeably enriched by Georg Kerschischnig’s discus-
sion of cyberwarfare. As cyberspace harbours potential threats to 
global security, understanding its formats and mechanisms becomes 
another new challenge for Peace and Conflict research, as cyberspace 
challenges the field to mobilize and innovative theoretical and meth-
odological tools, as well as to creatively anticipate as yet unimaginable 
scenarios. Kerschischnig starts with the difficulty of knowing what ex-
actly “cyberwarfare” is, as he sets in motion concepts such as: “cyber-
attack”, “cyberexploitation”, “cybercrime”, “cyberterrorism”, “cyber-
intrusions”, “cyberespionage”, “cyberdissidence” or even “hacktivism” 
and “patriotic hacking”, in order to pin down some potentially prob-
lematic uses of cyberspace and its “borderless architecture”. By doing 
so, he shows the serious limitations of traditional approaches to Peace 
and Conflict research in dealing with it in a sophisticated fashion. Is-
sues of governance in cyberspace and its potential role regarding na-
tional security are for the author crucial entry points for the proper un-
derstanding of the vast, ever-changing and volatile universe contained 
in new technologies, within a human security approach.

All the chapters in this book reflect the challenges that confront 
early-career researchers in the fields of peace, conflict and identity, 
whose work is at the very cutting edge. This book is truly an interna-
tional scholarly effort to make visible the analytical challenges, hesi-
tations, and innovative approaches faced by promising young schol-
ars who will be in charge of commanding the field not very long from 
now. For the directors of the IPs and all the EDEN faculty it is very en-
couraging that doctoral students from across the world find it im-
portant to meet with academic colleagues from the twelve European 
higher educational institutions that make up EDEN, to gather together 
to discuss and critique the different issues and challenges that con-
front the multidisciplinary perspectives of their chosen fields at two of 
the annual Intensive Programmes that were held at the Universities of 
Deusto and Graz.
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Lessons from History:
Bilateral Relations between 

the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia

Alexei Fedorov
Identity, Confl ict and Representation Research Centre, 

University of Derby, United Kingdom

Abstract

This chapter, based very much on research in progress, sets out 
to evaluate to what extent looking back at the complex historical 
and political events of the past can assist us with widening and 
deepening our understanding of the dilemmas of the present. In 
many contemporary cases that involve the making of vital political 
decisions, the past is often disregarded, either by mistake or de-
liberately for political purposes. Inevitably this may lead to serious 
errors in planning, which in their turn can, and often do result in a 
negative enlargement of the contemporary issues at stake, rather 
than their successful solution. Furthermore, errors like these are 
often accompanied by human suffering and, sadly, the loss of life. 
This chapter will revisit the bilateral relations between the Soviet 
Union and Yugoslavia in the second half of the 20th century and 
see how these relations affected the New Russia and the Yugoslav 
successor states in the last decade of the 20th century.

Introduction and a note on methodology

The last decade of the 20th century produced many tests on the po-
litical, economic, and social abilities of actors in the international arena. 
The world witnessed the fall of one of its largest systems and its ideol-
ogy, as it made its first uneven and tentative steps into what would be 
referred to as the ‘new world order’. This process of transition, as with 
the case of the rapid change of a battery’s polarity, had both positive 
and negative side effects: changes to the global political structure had 
resulted in the disintegration of two states, creating a wave of violence, 
the impact of which will take a long time to overcome. These states, 
which also happen to be the main focus of this work, were the Union 
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22 ALEXEI FEDOROV

of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) and the Socialist Federative Repub-
lics of Yugoslavia (SFRJ).

Before proceeding to details, it is possible to say that both states 
had shared a lot in common. Although created almost twenty-five 
years after the USSR, Socialist Yugoslavia was originally modeled on 
the structure of the Soviet Union and was sponsored by the latter to 
become its loyal satellite. However, due to a crisis in bilateral relations 
that developed soon after the creation of the new Yugoslavia, the latter 
changed both its place within the Soviet strategic-political and ideolog-
ical orbit and its position globally, forcing the Yugoslav state to adopt 
a more balanced stance between the two opposing camps, a form 
of policy which later became more commonly known under the term 
‘non-alignment’. Yugoslav-Soviet relations were, to an extent, restored 
successfully through a series of negotiations, but remained highly un-
stable with occasional periods of crisis since the rapprochement that 
would follow in the mid-1950s.

Little needs to be said about the USSR itself, but with regard to the 
above paragraph, a note should be made regarding the place of Yu-
goslavia in Soviet foreign policy ever since the main period of tensions 
in their bilateral relations ended. After taking the first steps to restore 
relations with Yugoslavia, the Soviet governing elite had desperately 
tried to push the Yugoslav leadership towards rejoining the Soviet po-
litical and strategic establishment in Eastern Europe, with relatively lit-
tle progress. Wary of, yet benefiting from, the potential beneficial out-
comes of its position ‘between-the-blocs’, Yugoslavia accepted the risks 
and either absorbed or declined most of the Soviet requests. It was not 
until the 1980s and the upcoming changes initiated by the Gorbachev 
government in 1985 (GORBACHEV 1995: 380) that Soviet-Yugoslav re-
lations were finally declared to have been ‘completely restored’; thirty-
seven years after the original cleavage.

What followed later, as both states’ domestic and foreign matters 
deteriorated rapidly as the year 1990 approached, may be interpreted 
as a second paradox, the first one being the very fact of the crisis in So-
viet-Yugoslav relations that took place forty years previously. The Yu-
goslav governing elite made a decision to seek Soviet support in order 
to prevent the disintegration of the Yugoslav state, which had already 
started to show its emerging ethnic boundaries to the world. These 
events, together with the spirit of the revival of the old, pre-revolution-
ary ‘Slav friendship’ under which they had been concealed, and Tito’s 
political slogan of bratsvo i jedinstvo (brotherhood and unity) had, to a 
large degree of probability, influenced the tragic events on the Balkans 
at the beginning of the 1990s.
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This brings us to outlining the objective of this chapter: to use the 
analysis of the flow of the Soviet-Yugoslav relationship to detect the 
main trends which were to surface throughout almost forty years of bi-
lateral ties, with the next step being to discuss the process of changes 
to these trends and perceptions, as both Russia and Yugoslavia ap-
proached the period of democratic transition. The concluding task will 
be to evaluate the condition of these changes prior to the series of 
high and low intensity conflicts that accompanied Yugoslavia’s disap-
pearance from the political map of Europe.

As the size of this project is limited, the above tasks will be accom-
plished by examining two particular periods in the relationship between 
the USSR/Russia and Yugoslavia, namely the periods which include 
most of the features that accompanied the entire relationship process. 
Since it is possible to suggest that, the true nature of one’s policy to-
wards another becomes evident with the start of the conflict, periods 
to be targeted here will be conflictual in nature, in one case referring to 
the Soviet-Yugoslav rapprochement in the aftermath of the 1950s cri-
sis in relations, and in the other, to some aspects of the relationship be-
tween the Soviet Union/Russia and Federalist Yugoslavia/ the Yugoslav 
successor states during the final years of perestroika. The latter is espe-
cially intriguing, due to the fact that by that time the crisis-influenced 
tense ties between the USSR and Yugoslavia were in retreat, and the 
conflict between them was transformed into a struggle for the preser-
vation of old state values with a desperate attempt by various people 
to save the existing state systems on both sides. The analyst thus has 
an opportunity of assessing to what extent the attempts of both states 
to rescue themselves from imminent disintegration could have shaped 
the future conflict in Yugoslavia and Russia’s role in it.

Soviet-Yugoslav relations in the 1950s: a conflict that should not 
have happened and its outcomes from the perspective of Soviet 
foreign policy during the Cold War

Speaking of the post-Second World War period in Soviet-Yugoslav 
relations it is impossible to avoid mentioning the bilateral dispute that 
took place in the spring and summer of 1948, after which a previously 
successful development of relations, reinforced by intense cooperation 
between the USSR and Yugoslavia during the war, came to an inaus-
picious end. The origins of this crisis are still widely disputed by aca-
demics identifying several possible causes ranging from Soviet strate-
gic concerns (ROMANENKO 2000: 256) to individual factors, involving 
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charismatic leaders of the parties involved at the time. With time the 
latter reason became a clear favourite in the list of causes of conflict, 
an assumption based on the analysis of the behaviour of the Soviet 
leader Stalin (GIRENKO 1991: 360, 382), as well as the nature of accu-
sations after which the period of tensions began.

The 1948 conflict began with a series of political disputes concern-
ing unilateral actions by the Yugoslav side in the second half of the 
year 1947 (a diplomatic move and a military incident) the uncontrolled 
nature of which received criticism from the Soviet government, result-
ing in a series of insulting and accusatory letters being sent by Stalin 
and Molotov to the Yugoslav president Josef Broz Tito in April-May the 
following year. The Yugoslav elite made many attempts to resolve this 
situation peacefully through messages such as the one that follows:

What is the accusation that we have no democracy in our party, 
based on? Perhaps, on the information given by Lavrentiev1? Where 
did he obtain such information? … We do not believe that the CC 
CPSU2 can argue the positive results, recently achieved by our party. 
… Our viewpoint is that the social reformation process in Yugosla-
via has many specific areas … but this does not mean that we are 
dropping a negative shadow on the CPSU and a social system in the 
USSR. .. We are not trying to prove that our way is better than the 
one that is being followed by the Soviet Union, nor are we trying 
to invent something new either — we are doing what life suggests 
to us. The CC CPY is offering the CC CPSU to send official repre-
sentatives in order to form a true image of the state of things here 
(ROYAL INSTITUTE OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS 1948: 18-30).

The Soviet leadership chose to make the situation public at the 
Cominform meeting, in the summer 1948, which issued the following 
resolution:

Recent CPY actions regarding both domestic and foreign policies, 
represent a wrong line that stands for the abandonment of Marxism-
Leninism… The party [CPY] has no democracy, no self-criticism and 
no appointment by election ... the Communist party exists in a semi-
legal basis... If the current leaders of the CPY are not capable of [ac-
knowledging and correcting these errors] they must be replaced by 
the establishment of the new branch of leadership (GIBIANSKY & 
ADIBEKOV 1998: 455-461, PRAVDA 29 JUNE 1948).

1 Soviet Ambassador in Belgrade at the time.
2 Here and below: Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union; 

Central Committee of the Communist Party of Yugoslavia (later YLC).
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After the above hostile political exchange Yugoslavia became al-
most completely isolated from the Eastern bloc by a long campaign of 
radio propaganda, border incidents of a provocative nature and military 
manoeuvres in Romania, Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia, creating the im-
age of an imminent Soviet invasion. In addition to these political com-
plications, Yugoslav economic losses from the cancelled trade agree-
ments with the countries of the eastern bloc forced it to seek financial 
and agricultural support in the West.

Hostilities were finally toned down after Stalin’s death in October 
1952, although it would take three years before the official Soviet del-
egation headed by Nikita Khrushchev arrived in Belgrade to encourage 
the rapprochement process. Stalin’s figure as a primary initiator of the 
1948 dispute was not exposed. In his speech upon landing at Belgrade 
airport, the new Soviet leader chose to place the blame on Lavrentii 
Beria, the former chief of Stalin’s secret police; a move which left the 
Yugoslavs both critical and wary of the nature of the Soviet peace ini-
tiative. According to the report below, that Khrushchev and Bulganin 
delivered to the closed CC CPSU plenum in July 1955, the changing 
Soviet foreign position in relation to Yugoslavia, encountered several 
far-reaching dilemmas, which could be placed specifically into three 
broad categories:

Comrades! Both the political and military significance of the Yu-
goslav question is substantial. The rebuilding of normal relations be-
tween the USSR and Yugoslavia on state and ideological levels is of 
great importance to our country. …We have lost a 17-million strong, 
friendly nation, the most powerful country in the Balkans, and in 
some respects, Europe. We have lost friendship with a potentially 
economically rich state. …[For instance],Yugoslavia has a well-devel-
oped ship-building industry …that is capable of producing ships with 
a cargo capability exceeding 10 thousand tonnes, meaning that we 
have to order ships in Western Europe with great difficulties.[…] Now 
with regard to Yugoslavia’s military potential; not a single state in Eu-
rope, apart from us, of course, has such an army that currently holds 
42 divisions. The Yugoslav army has artillery, tanks, and aviation, in-
cluding the jets, supplied by the Americans. Due to her geographi-
cal location Yugoslavia holds a place that is very vulnerable for us, 
the Soviet Union. If you take a look at the map you will see that Yu-
goslavia has stretched far to the East. And now imagine future mili-
tary possibilities: if we had to advance to the West with our divisions 
we would always have 40 to 50 Yugoslav divisions on our left flank. 
{Khrushchev}: Plus the American ones. {Bulganin}: Yugoslavia owns 
the Adriatic that is linked to the Mediterranean Sea that is of vital 
importance to the communications of the Anglo-American armed 
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forces, as they get their strategic supplies through the Suez canal and 
the Mediterranean. {Khrushchev}: […]Of course, it is very difficult to 
work with leaders who claim that they build their actions on the prin-
ciples of Marxism-Leninism and, in practice, move away from these 
principles. To concede to such leaders in order not to reveal the dis-
crepancies or to avoid the fight would be an opportunistic conces-
sion in the questions of ideology, a concession which we cannot al-
low. There will not be any concessions on ideology...3

The first, and arguably, the most important category concerned the 
field of ideology. Yugoslavia’s separation from the Soviet satellite sys-
tem had resulted in the creation of the ‘new’ Yugoslav interpretation of 
Communism, which evolved as the conflict developed, and became a 
formidable ideological construct by the time the rapprochement proc-
ess had been initiated. According to the principal ideologists of Yugo-
slav Communism, such as Edward Kardelj, the country had a right to 
its own independent interpretation of Communism which, to some ex-
tent, allowed cooperation with the West and, de facto, challenged the 
Soviet leadership in the area of ideology. This debate remained open 
long after the Belgrade and Moscow declarations were signed in 1955 
and 1956 respectively. Neither side wanted to cede ground on these 
matters. Being ‘ideologically different’ was crucial to the SFRJ’s inde-
pendence and being an undisputed leader of the ‘free world’ was the 
primary objective on the USSR’s foreign agenda. Interestingly, despite 
all the ideological rivalry generated by the dispute, public opinion was 
seemingly unaffected by the official line of the CPSU. Velko Mićunović, 
the SFRJ ambassador in Moscow at the time, talked of crowds of peo-
ple meeting Tito when the latter was on his first official visit to the So-
viet Union after the conflict MIĆUNOVIĆ 1980: 61-62), which could 
direct one towards the suggestion that the subconscious image of Yu-
goslavia as a ‘related’ country, at the time mainly reinforced by inten-
sive wartime propaganda and to a lesser extent, by the traditional val-
ues of Slav unity, had survived well past the October Revolution despite 
having absorbed a number of ideological influences.

Secondly, there was one area which observed the newly emerging 
Soviet-Yugoslav links from a purely strategic standpoint, but was linked 
to the ideological component. Yugoslavia’s successes in ‘the building 

3 Russian State Archive of Modern History (former Centre of Modern Documen-
tation), Documents of the July 9 CPSU Plenum on the results of the Soviet-Yugoslav 
talks [Gen. Sec. Nikita Khrushchev’s report on the results of the Soviet-Yugoslav talks], 
pp. 1-64.
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of independent socialism’ and the construction of a bilateral relation-
ship with the opposing bloc could provide potentially fertile ground for 
what received the name, ‘the precedent’ in official Soviet documenta-
tion, both at the time and well into the 1970s. The ‘precedent’ involved 
calculating the possibilities of the destabilization of the Eastern bloc by 
the Yugoslav scenario, which could have been adopted by national lib-
eralization movements (and possibly was, as events in Hungary and 
Czechoslovakia had shown in 1956 and 1968), thereby affecting the 
Soviet position in Eastern Europe. It has to be noted that the military 
arguments that Khrushchev provided in the text in this case are likely 
to serve as an insurance factor for the CC to back the report, since the 
new Soviet leader faced strong opposition in his initiative to normalize 
the relations with Yugoslavia from the Stalinist figures who had all re-
mained in the Politburo; from the point of view of the strategy of oper-
ations, which takes us to the next group of dilemmas; Yugoslavia was 
conveniently situated for various pressure-based policy moves.

The third, and final category, assessed the future of the relations 
on the basis of geostrategy. This was based on the traditional image of 
the Balkans as the gateway between the East and the West. Yugosla-
via in particular, had been transmogrified into the role of a buffer-zone 
in Soviet Union’s westward-orientated policies, that were conditioned 
by the bi-polar cleavage in the aftermath of the Second World War. In 
this sense, Yugoslavia could effectively develop relations with both the 
East and West, offering its political ‘services’ as a transitional zone to 
both superpowers and their allies, and becoming vitally important to 
both. The West saw Yugoslavia as a valuable destabilizing factor in So-
viet Eastern Europe, whilst the Soviet Union itself viewed the SFRJ as an 
irritating reminder of its miscalculations in the recent past which had to 
be brought back into the Soviet political orbit, or at least create an im-
age of its return to stop the precedent4 from developing. The risky bal-
ancing strategy that was borne out of these rapprochement initiatives 
later resurfaced in a major international political movement known as 
‘non-alignment’5 which further strengthened Yugoslavia’s ‘bloc neutral-
ity’ at the international arena.

As Soviet-Yugoslav relations progressed all three categories re-
mained stable with a few periods of hyperactivity, when the relations 
between the parties were tested to their limits as a result of the Soviet 

4 A possibility of other Eastern European states following the Yugoslav development 
path, through creating their ‘own’ versions of socialism.

5 Non-Alignment movement received its official status at the Belgrade Conference 
in September 1961.
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military activities in Europe in 1956 and 1968. It is possible to say that 
between 1956 and 1979 the bilateral scheme was reliant upon the fol-
lowing pattern: Soviet aims to re-establish ideological (and therefore, 
satellite) links with Yugoslavia —concessions— and Yugoslav refusal 
whilst managing to profit from the concessions. This development led 
to considerable annoyance amongst the Soviet elite, as the price paid 
for the ‘image’ of good relations with Yugoslavia for the rest of the 
world to observe was, overall, too high and did not guarantee any re-
sult. The summary of factors listed above in this section formed a com-
plete circle, to an extent replicating a “supplier-buyer” relationship.

It is necessary to add that the never-ending rivalry within Soviet po-
litical institutions often led to changes in key political figures and, as a 
result, changes in their opinions on foreign policy. Whilst Khrushchev 
had based his political emergence strategy on building good relations 
with Yugoslavia and was thus naturally interested in maintaining what 
he had achieved so far, his successors frequently shared different per-
ceptions of the Soviet-Yugoslav situation. The levels of diplomatic bit-
terness varied, increasing from the Khrushchev period to that of Brezh-
nev and decreasing after the Andropov years, in the 1980s. Progressing 
to the next section, which will evaluate the changes to the Soviet-Yu-
goslav relationship after Andropov and assess the transformations of 
the rapprochement period policy patterns, it is evident that the levels 
of damage left by the ‘greatest paradox of the Cold War’ in 1948, was 
quite substantial indeed.

Approaching the New World Order: USSR/Russia 
and Yugoslavia/Yugoslav successor states in the late 1980s

The new era in Soviet-Yugoslav relationship in the late 1980s is 
linked closely with the name of Mikhail Gorbachov, whose reform-
ist policies would have to include the complete normalization of ties 
between the two regimes. This task was not an easy one, since dec-
ades of bitter exchanges had been shaping opinions on both sides: 
ever since the ‘truce’ in the 1950s Yugoslavia had been living under 
the threat of a possible Soviet invasion and Soviet attempts to minimize 
the effects of the ideological splits of the early 1950s (BANAC 1988: 
139) on Yugoslav communism6; at the time the Soviet policy makers 

6 When the Yugoslav society became divided into those who supported the USSR 
(called the Cominformists) and the Titoists.
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were displeased with what they interpreted as Yugoslav disobedience 
and started numerous initiatives, mostly of a propagandistic nature, to 
openly condemn it.

It could be argued that the rapprochement process came to an end 
on 18 March 1988 (ROMANENKO 2000: 375), when a new Soviet-
Yugoslav declaration was signed in Moscow, containing an unprec-
edented step by Gorbachev who openly stated that: “the damage to 
good relations between the USSR and Yugoslavia was the error of the 
Soviet government” (GORBACHEV 1995: 383). The reasons for such 
an admittance vary, ranging from the desire of the new Soviet leader 
to abandon the ‘limited sovereignty doctrine’ due to both the unstable 
nature of the satellites within the Soviet-controlled orbit and the expen-
sive nature of maintaining the whole process, to the personal ideals of 
the new General Secretary who, as some of his biographers have sug-
gested, believed that the: ‘states of Eastern Europe are free to choose 
their systems’ (DODER & BRENSON 1991: 258). In any case, old politi-
cal stand points proved difficult to abandon: for instance, the perceived 
‘Soviet threat’ was still seen as real by the Yugoslav leaders as late as 
1987, when Ivan Stambolić, a YLC functionary, talked of seeing the 
face of president Milošević after one of the meetings with the Soveit 
leaders, having the impression: “that Yugoslavia had been attacked by 
the Russians and that World War III had just began” (SILBER & LITTLE 
1995: 31).

Undoubtedly, designed to solve the existing issues between the So-
viet Union and Federative Yugoslavia, the declaration gave birth to sev-
eral disturbing trends, one of which could be linked to relations be-
tween the chairman of the CC SLC7, Slobodan Milošević and Mikhail 
Gorbachev, and the use of references to the: ‘historic traditions which 
link every Russian to every Serb’ by Gorbachev8. This remark, which 
was made during a protocol speech during Gorbachev’s visit to Bel-
grade in 1988, did not re-surface in any similar context in the meetings 
that took place between Soviet officials and their Croatian and Slov-
enian counterparts. The Russian historian Sergei Romanenko explains 
this through the misconceptions held by Soviet government functionar-
ies (ROMANENKO 2000: 378) which aligned the Croat and Slovene na-
tions to the ‘westerners’ by their nature.

The question whether the Soviet leader realised that the words of 
support for a specific nation, the Serbs especially with the historic con-

7 Serbian League of Communists.
8 A visit by the General Secretary of the CC CPSU to Socialist Federative Republic of 

Yugoslavia March 14-18 1988, Political Literature Press, Moscow, p. 55.
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text, as in the above case, could be interpreted incorrectly in a coun-
try that had already started to display the ethnic ‘cracks’ in its fabric, 
following the famous 1986 nationalistic Memorandum of the Serbian 
academy of Arts and Sciences, remains open to this day. The pan-
Slavist rhetoric was employed in a substantial number of Milošević’s 
future policies prior to and, after the collapse of Yugoslavia. This in-
cluded the helicopter flight around Kosovo polje in 1989 and the es-
tablishing of connections with the first Russian president Boris Yeltsin. 
Upon his return to the USSR Gorbachov was forced to tackle a number 
of serious domestic problems produced by the failing policies of peres-
troika, and found himself up against a growing traditionalist opposi-
tion within the CPSU, facing a situation similar to the one his pred-
ecessor, Khrushchev, found himself in almost thirty years earlier, with 
the only major difference being that the GenSec9 of the 1950s was 
challenged mainly on the grounds of the rapprochement process with 
Yugoslavia, as such.

Once again, considering the fact that, owing to both the structural 
and ideological similarities between the USSR and the SFRY, the Soviet 
elite could hardly have failed to consider that the further growth of de-
centralizing tendencies in Yugoslavia in the early 1990s could be dupli-
cated in the Soviet Union; nor could they have ignored the early indi-
cations of the political crisis on the Balkans in its foreign policy making. 
Evidence suggests that this tendency in political thinking was used by 
both the followers and the enemies of the perestroika processes: Gor-
bachev referred to: “ending up with Yugoslavia” (ROMANENKO 2000: 
381), advocating the continuation of reforms, whilst the anti-reform-
ers exemplified nationalist political changes in Yugoslavia as a means of 
controlling the situation in the USSR, together with preserving its role 
in the international arena. Paradoxically, despite the fact that the Soviet 
leader had made a significant step in improving the relations between 
the two countries, it was, rather ironically, Gorbachev’s opponents who 
nevertheless received a significant amount of support in Belgrade.

This phenomenon has the following explanation, centred on 
Milošević’s rising support amongst the Serb-dominated sectors of the 
Yugoslav political mechanism including the JNA10 command. As the 
‘popularity’ and ‘efficiency’ of the nationalist-orientated policies in Yu-
goslavia grew, governing elite members lost interest in the direction of 
the reforms promoted by Gorbachev, as politically these were directly 

 9 An official Soviet/Russian term that stands for General Secretary.
10 Yugoslav Peoples Army (Jugoslovenska Narodna Armija).
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opposed to the new Yugoslav line which targeted preserving the unity 
of the Federation. Furthermore, the changing role of Soviet influence in 
Eastern Europe could hardly be used by the Milošević-era elite for main-
taining the role of a ‘buffer-zone’, which was one of the important fac-
tors in managing Yugoslav unity. Therefore, logically, those who were 
opposed to Gorbachev now stood closer to Belgrade than the initiators 
of the recent stage of the Soviet-Yugoslav rapprochement, being more 
interested in failure or, at least, the abandonment of perestroika than in 
its success. However, given the new nature of the Yugoslav interest in 
the USSR maintaining its influence, some of the previous political/ideo-
logical positions had to be abandoned for the sake of a constructive 
dialogue with the hard-liners in Moscow. Although, there is an argu-
ment that such concessions were made to create a visual effect, as Bel-
grade refused to abandon its negative views on ‘Soviet aggressiveness’ 
completely due to their usefulness in concealing political moves against 
a non-Serb population (ROMANENKO 2000: 387): for instance, the re-
vival of old accusations of Soviet involvement in the ‘Croat spring’ in 
the early 1970s could partially remove any responsibility for the desta-
bilizing process involving the Croats by accusing them of separatism.

In an attempt to strengthen the unstable contacts with the conserv-
atives in the CPSU, the SFRJ governing elite had also made attempts to 
establish links with the ‘traditionalists’ in the Soviet military, arising 
from the JNA opposition to reforms and budget cuts. Several known 
visits of high-ranking JNA officials to Moscow in 1990 witnessed con-
tacts with Marshal Yazov, the Soviet defence minister at the time, who 
‘had expressed an understanding of Yugoslav concerns’. Some sources, 
both Yugoslav and Russian give their attention to the fact that should 
military force become the main tool of state centralization, officials in 
both Belgrade and Moscow were likely too coordinate their actions 
(MAMULA 2000: 182).

If one chooses to give a general review of the steps taken by Bel-
grade in an attempt to stop a number of new Soviet policies which 
could not be aligned with Yugoslav domestic policy, it could be said 
that the involvement of the military stands out above the double-sided 
political dialogue due to obvious dangers of its possible future involve-
ment in politics. These dangers were very real: after the bloody events 
in Lithuania in February 1991, the Soviet leader sanctioned the use of 
the armed forces to tackle separatist tendencies, the majority of the 
SFRJ and JNA elite changed its opinion of Gorbachev who ‘became a 
supporter of a Soviet state preservation policy’, and declared its sup-
port for him (JOVIĆ 1996: 69) whilst partially abandoning the ties with 
the CPSU conservatives. On 13 March, only three weeks after the So-
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viet Army stormed into the Vilnius TV Centre, Yugoslav general Kadi-
jeiević visited Moscow with a mission to assess whether the USSR was 
‘ready to protect Yugoslavia from the possibility of Western interven-
tion, if Belgrade relied on military force to comply with the SFRJ Presid-
ium regulations’ (JOVIĆ 1996: 295). This neutrally formulated enquiry, 
could be identified as one of the most dangerous moments in Soviet-
Yugoslav relations since the 1960s. The remark, relating to the forci-
ble maintenance of the orders of the SFRJ Presidium could be found to 
conceal the possibility of a coup d’état with relative ease, with the Yu-
goslav initiative, in some aspects, being unprecedented, especially if to 
refer to the values of Titoism, which after years of living in fear of the 
Soviet invasion, hardly had an explanation for ‘inviting’ Soviet troops 
into the country’ (ROMANENKO 2000: 387).

It is difficult to draw a line on the possible development of events, 
should the Belgrade coup plan become active: almost certainly, if the 
answer of the Soviet government to the Yugoslav request for sup-
port had been positive, there would have been a high risk of the Soviet 
army becoming engaged in the Yugoslav ‘nationalized’ domestic policy 
and internal struggle between the ethnic groups on behalf of Milošević 
and those allied to him — a step which (considering both Yugoslavia’s 
geographic and strategic location) could have had serious international 
consequences, with the potential of Western involvement in the Bal-
kans, if the coup went ahead.

Moscow was not the only city on the list of European capitals 
where Yugoslav emissaries were dispatched with similar missions of 
establishing the probable response of the international community to 
a change of governmental system in the SFRJ (JOVIĆ 1996: 295). The 
unfavourable impact such a response would have had on the interna-
tional image of the USSR which was already balancing on the verge 
of collapse due to severe economic problems and on its political inter-
ests, had led the Soviet generals to decline Kadijević’s offer. Boris Jović11 
wrote of: “the Russians seeing no variants in which the West will put 
up with their military intervention … and carefully steered out of any 
conversations regarding any potential Soviet assistance” (JOVIĆ 1996: 
295), even though the negotiating parties were sharing the same neg-
ative views on the domestic situation in the USSR.

11 Borislav (Boris) Jović — Serbian League of Communists’ functionary. Held 
posts of the Vice-Chairman of the Assembly of Serbia (потпредседник Скупштине 
Србије, 1983-1989), Vice-Chairman of the Yugoslav Joint Presidency (потпредседник  
Председништва СФРЈ, 1989-1990) and the Chairman of the Yugoslav Joint Presidency 
(председник Председништва СФРЈ, 1990-1991).
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Fortunately, despite the considerable investment in ensuring Soviet 
protection for the emerging ideals of a ‘Greater Serbia’, the reliance 
on the return to socialism of nearly all of the Soviet-orientated poli-
cies produced by Belgrade, ensured their failure. Indeed, one can argue 
that the pro-Milošević circles had underestimated the levels of the crisis 
that was unfolding in the Soviet Union at the time that they made their 
requests for help. The popularity of traditional ideological values in the 
Soviet Union had fallen drastically during the late 1980s, and the state 
system entered its final critical phase in January 1991. Under these cir-
cumstances, the main interest of important individuals within the So-
viet government and CPSU was given over to the issues of a power 
struggle, encouraged by the failure of the perestroika reforms. Against 
a background such as this, Soviet public opinion was unlikely to back 
any revisionist initiatives, the last of which, the putsch of the GKChP 
(State Commission for Emergency Situations) in the summer of 1991 
had ended in failure, having successfully buried all the Yugoslav elite’s 
hopes for attracting the political and military resources of the Soviet 
Union potential aid for its domestic agenda.

From the perspective of the situation in Yugoslavia, the last phase 
of Soviet-Yugoslav affairs which, in spite of their changing nature, ro-
tated around maintaining the existing Yugoslav state, had obviously 
contributed to making the unfolding ethnic divisions in that country 
even more distinct. For instance, Croatia, inspired by a rapid worsen-
ing of its relationship with Belgrade and the necessity to further pro-
mote the initiative of self-determination, during the August putsch, 
announced its unconditional support for the new Russian leadership, 
and later accepted Moscow’s offer to participate in an October meet-
ing between presidents Milošević and Tudjman, chaired by Gorbachev 
— the first Soviet political initiative to regulate worsening tensions be-
tween the two principal members of the Yugoslav Federation. This 
move, unsuccessful due to the damaged political reputation of the So-
viet president, as well as to the size of the confrontation between the 
negotiating parties, became Gorbachev’s last major strategic undertak-
ing.

Conclusion. The Yugoslav crisis from the perspective 
of the changing Russo-Yugoslav relations

As can be seen, the twist taken by the historic route of Soviet-Yu-
goslav bilateral relations, could claim to be both paradoxical on the one 
hand, and natural, on the other due to the development of the eco-

© University of Deusto - ISBN 978-84-9830-475-6



34 ALEXEI FEDOROV

nomic and ideological crisis that had arisen in Eastern Europe, as the 
Cold War entered its final stages. The first confrontation between the 
states, having emerged out of the individual ambitions of one man, 
Josef Stalin, and enforced and governed by strict ideological regula-
tions until it ended, has directly contributed to the creation and devel-
opment of the peculiarities of the Yugoslav state in a form which later 
generated both the crisis and its own disintegration. It could also be ar-
gued that whilst remaining generally hostile to each other, the number 
of links that were vital for the successful functioning of both the USSR 
and Yugoslavia, had expanded and become even more complex, rather 
than being reduced to the limited and cautious outside impression 
adopted by the international community throughout the forty-year-
long history of this relationship. This complexity, a powerful combina-
tion of ideology, strategy and politics, as in the case of any form of 
international relations, required a certain political environment to func-
tion and fulfil its background goals, as the above descriptions have 
shown us; the goals of state maintenance (in the case of Yugoslavia) 
and of bloc maintenance (in the case of the USSR).

The second confrontation, to a large extent the product of the un-
written rules established by the first confrontation and aided by back-
ground regional factors, appears as an attempt by active forces on 
both sides to design a new form of beneficial policy for each other, fol-
lowing the disappearance of conditions which ensured the function-
ing of the old one. The selection of the term ‘confrontation’ here plays 
a purely indicative role, as the rivalry that is subject to analysis takes 
place between members of political groups participating in a power 
struggle and is, therefore, unofficial. It could be said that, referring to 
the 1948 conflict pattern, leading individuals on both sides were facing 
the type of issues similar to those of their predecessors. Like Khrush-
chev and Tito before them, both Gorbachev and Milošević had to es-
tablish themselves as able leaders within the power groups that they 
inherited, and both of them had their political careers built upon intro-
ducing reforms. However, failure to take into account the multiple in-
dividual issues that states were beginning to face with the start of the 
reforms, together with the true impact of the end of the bi-polar world 
system had effectively radicalized the reformative process in both Yu-
goslavia and the USSR. The first, finding itself unable to cope with the 
management of Marshal Tito’s multi-ethnic legacy after the death of its 
charismatic leader, referred to the nationalization of domestic policies 
of the state to preserve its existing borders; contributing to further un-
rest amongst its inhabitants. The second, whose reforming process was 
undermined by an inability to calculate the true impact of reforms con-
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ducted on a system of ‘state socialism’, was faced with deep internal 
divisions between both party and society.

In a simplified form, the situation within Soviet-Yugoslav bilateral 
relations at the end of the 1980s developed along the following lines: 
Gorbachev, a newly elected General Secretary of the CPSU made his 
political bid on the rapprochement with Yugoslavia after more than 
forty years of tensions. Whilst carrying a positive external image this, 
without doubt, successful diplomatic move was seen as being unfa-
vourable by the new elite in Belgrade, as it removed the last unifying 
factor for Yugoslav multinationalism after the death of Tito — namely, 
the external threat of the Soviet Union. As the now ‘normalized’ rela-
tions developed, the Yugoslav elite made an attempt to use the difficult 
political situation in the USSR to urge conflicting parties there to partic-
ipate in the solution of the Yugoslav dilemmas.

It could be suggested that the reliance of the later evolution of 
Russo-Yugoslav relations on this particular episode was substantial: as 
the former Finnish president Marti Ahtisaari wrote, the new Russian 
leadership has not forgotten the contacts between Milošević’s elite and 
the Soviet hard-liners, particularly the putschist Yazov during the final 
years of the perestroika (AHRISAARI 2001: 9), prompting a change in 
the approach to the Yugoslav question by Boris Yeltsin’s government. 
The latter gave preference to relations with Croatia over those with Ser-
bia, starting diplomatic relations with the new Croatian state in Octo-
ber 1991 (TOMAC 1993: 451) — a step which, apart from the demon-
strably individual disapproval of Milošević’s activities by the first Russian 
president, also has an explanation in a political-strategic context.

The above explanation, which at the same time could be argued to 
serve as a main trend in the foreign policy of the new Russia towards 
the Yugoslav Successor States, in the 1990s, lies in the restoration of 
its lost image, damaged by the failures of reforms and the democratic 
transition. Yugoslav Admiral Mamula, a Croat by nationality, noted 
that: “the Russians have intervened in the Yugoslav crisis only then, 
when it was necessary for them to improve their own reputation and 
influence in the world, which fell so dramatically after the reunification 
of Germany and the fall of the Eastern bloc” (MAMULA 2000: 33). To 
an extent, such a policy of ‘motivated intervention’, could politically be 
referred to as a success as it enjoyed enormous support within Russian 
society, the true nature of it concealed the nearly two-centuries-old 
ideas of Slav unity, or Pan-Slavism.

In conclusion, it can be said that the whole process of Russo-Yu-
goslav links in the second half of the twentieth century could be com-
pared to a constantly modifying secessional scheme. If to go back to 
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the 1950s, one could see that Marshal Tito was ‘trading’ on Yugosla-
via’s support for Soviet policies in Eastern Europe; forty years later the 
Soviet Union was debating with his successors over the extent of Soviet 
participation in the future of Yugoslavia, with the latter side prepared 
to secede this time; finally, in the 1990s President Milošević was forced 
to agree with the political price of the Russian involvement in the crisis 
on his side.

As is well-known, the Socialist Federative Republic of Yugoslavia 
ceased to exist in the same year (1991). Both subjects of this work dis-
appeared from the map at approximately the same time, leaving a leg-
acy that has taken (and is still taking) enormous international efforts 
to resolve. The author would like to express the hope that one day the 
successors of the USSR and the SFRJ will discover a suitable set of nat-
ural values for the replacement of the old ones, leading the troubled 
states towards peace.
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Abstract

This chapter explores the relationship between violence and 
modernisation, particularly the case of state formation and mod-
ernization processes in Mexico. It analyzes how the literature con-
cerning the history of violence in Mexico reflects the hegemonic 
discourses of violence, which mainly concentrate on direct violence, 
and at the same time, minimize or hide other types of violence such 
as structural and cultural (symbolic) violence.

Discussion on violence and modernisation

Violence is a very complex and ambiguous concept that has been 
seriously contested because its scope and meaning have changed with 
time and from one place to the other (NORDSTROM 1997: 115; KEANE 
1997: 65; HEARNE 1998: 15; BASSILS 2002: 22). Although, it is a word 
used very assiduously, it is not a convenient term with a clear demarca-
tion, precisely because violence is a phenomenon with many faces and 
anchors in different historical and social realities (FERRÁNDIZ & FEIXA 
2007:51).

The causes of violence are clearly multiple and cannot be explained 
by one set of conditions. Moreover, there is little consensus around the 
term ‘violence’ because not all members of society recognize the same 
acts as violent.1 Nevertheless, there has been a hegemonic discourse 
on violence more closely related to its reductionist perspective —di-
rect violence— which limits it to its physical manifestation in the public 

1 Authors such as GALTUNG (1996) have suggested that perhaps arriving at a con-
clusive definition of violence is not a necessary exercise.
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realm2 (NIEBURG 1969:153-4; HACKER 1973:15; CANO & CISNEROS 
1980:20; DAHLBERG & KRUG 2006: 3). For instance, Greg McLaugh-
lin highlights that only certain acts of violence within a given social or-
der are classified as violent and illegal. He states that “murder, assault, 
rape, robbery are paradigmatic crimes of violence that hold a hegem-
onic position in legal discourse and public imagination”,3 ignoring or 
minimizing other types of violence. This hegemonic interpretation of vi-
olence includes discourses, myths and practices that have helped pow-
erful interest groups to uphold their privileges and to enforce the so-
cial perception of what is considered “real violence” and what is not 
(HUME 2003:14).

Patricia Hume argues that uncovering these meanings and myths 
about violence is a key element for challenging hegemonic processes 
that privilege mainstream interpretations of violence which have been 
used to make certain types of violence more visible while hiding other 
types of violence at particular social and political conjectures. In this 
sense, she suggests that the feminist approach to violence is very rele-
vant because it emphasizes the necessity of naming violence and recog-
nizes its different manifestations and types in order to make it visible.4

In order to get a broader understanding of violence and make other 
types of violence visible, it is useful to incorporate Johan Galtung´s 
framework on violence which includes a triangle to identify the manifold 
expressions of violence within three principal types: direct, structural and 
cultural violence. For Galtung, direct violence is the most feared form of 
violence, characterized by being visible, destructive, and with a will to 
harm. Structural violence, also named everyday violence, includes the 
structures within society that serve to maintain and reproduce inequal-
ity and injustice.5 Finally, cultural violence brings together those aspects 
of culture such as religion and language that can justify or legitimize the 

2 There are many different definitions of violence. For instance, the WORLD HEALTH 
ORGANIZATION (WHO) defines violence as: the intentional use of physical force or 
power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another person, or against a group or com-
munity that either results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psycho-
logical harm, maldevelopment or deprivation (WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION 1996).

3 Greg MCLAUGHLIN (2002): The war correspondent. London: Pluto, p. 285 quoted 
in HUME 2003: 247.

4 The feminist approach to violence suggests that “in order to be able to speak 
about something, one must first be able to name it and define it. Names provide so-
cial definitions, make visible what is invisible, define as unacceptable what was accept-
able; make say able what was unspeakable” (KELLY and RADFORD, 1996: 20 quoted in 
HUME, Ibid: 18).

5 A very good tool to measure structural violence is related to the distribution of 
different resources such as power and income amongst different sectors in a society 
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other two types. Cultural violence is invisible as is structural violence, but 
it includes a clear intent to harm and even kill, indirectly, through words 
and images; in short, symbolically (GALTUNG 2000).

Following Galtung’s notion of cultural violence that is also ex-
pressed in a sort of symbolic violence, it is useful to incorporate Pierre 
Bourdieu and Loic Wacquant’s conception of symbolic violence. They 
see this type of violence as the kind exercised upon a social agent with 
his or her ‘complicity’. In this sense, the term is related to the form of 
‘recognition’ where the social agents engage by the mere fact of tak-
ing the world for granted, of accepting the world as it is, and of find-
ing it natural because their minds are constructed according to cogni-
tive structures that are issued out of the very structures of the world. In 
this sense, Bourdieu and Wacquant argue that just for: “being born in 
a social world, we accept a whole range of postulates and axioms that 
go without saying and require no inculcation” (BOURDIEU & WAC-
QUANT 2004:272).

Likewise, Philippe Bourgois argues that symbolic violence is espe-
cially important for the analysis of contemporary violence because “the 
victims not only fail to see the structural dynamic oppressing them, but 
actually blame themselves for their failure to achieve ‘the American 
dream’”. For instance, Bourgois remarks that neoliberal capitalism has 
succeeded in its hegemonic project by blaming the poor and getting 
the poor to blame themselves for their poverty (BOURGOIS 2004: 427).

Finally, it is interesting to highlight Galtung´s notion of a triangle 
rather than a continuum because it suggests that violence does not 
begin with one particular element but that the different types nourish 
and feed off one another. In this way, different types of violence are re-
garded as interrelated, multi-directional and multi-layered manifesta-
tions of violence (HUME 2003: 31).

Analyzing structural and cultural (symbolic) violence is particularly 
relevant to the present essay because it will facilitate the understand-
ing of other forms of violence that have been ignored, or even worse, 
normalized in the historical, interpretative and analytical process of vio-
lence in Mexico.

Following the logic of the feminist approach, it is necessary to rec-
ognize that violence involves the exercise of power.6 Although Han-

CANO, C. and M. T. CISNEROS (1980). La dinámica de la violencia en México. Edo. de 
Méx., ENEP-UNAM.

6 Francisco FERRÁNDIZ and Carles FEIXA suggest that when speaking of violence 
we talk about power relations and political relations (which are necessarily asymmetric) 
(FERRÁNDIZ, F. and FEIXA, C. 2007:52).
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nah Arendt emphasized the distinction, even the opposition, between 
power and violence, she recognized the instrumental character of vi-
olence to impose or control,7 especially when power is in jeopardy 
(ARENDT 2004:241). Considering the instrumental character of vio-
lence, this chapter explores how the Mexican ruling elites have used 
different types of violence as instruments through the state appara-
tus to advance the consolidation of the state and its modernisation 
projects.

Violence: the covered side of modernisation8

Violence is the midwife of every old society
which is pregnant with a new one

(Marx, Capital: Volume I: 916)

Existing theories of modernisation have not deeply analysed the 
role of violence within the modernisation process. Some social scien-
tists argue that this is the result of neglecting violence in the analyses 
of modernisation theory (JOAS1999; ROXBOROUGH 1999; TIRYAKIAN 
1999).

Hans Joas argues, in a very interesting article entitled The Moder-
nity of War: Modernisation Theory and the Problem of Violence that 
war and violence are inherent within modernity and not as most rep-
resentatives of the liberal modernisation paradigm have emphasized, 
only a minor part of its genesis.9 Joas rejects the positive meaning, de-
velopment and outcome of modernisation theory that assumes that 
modernisation is peaceful because it decreases the possibility of war.10 

7 Arendt gave violence an instrumental character that increases and multiplies ef-
fects.

8 This title was taken from an article entitled War: The covered side of modernity by 
Edward TIRYAKIAN in response to Hans Joas´ article: “The Modernity of war: Moderni-
sation theory and the problem of violence”.

9 Philosophers such as ROUSSEAU and KANT, the fathers of liberalism who nour-
ished the project of the Enlightenment, were very optimistic about the prospect of fu-
ture peace given the premise of the innate goodness of humankind complemented by 
the increasing scope of rationality (TIRYAKIAN 1999: 474).

10 For liberals, modern societies are more stable and are subject to little internal in-
tra-violence by contrast with pre-modern or non-modern societies. This is the result of 
high levels of social mobilization and economic development that make them more sta-
ble and, therefore peaceful. Liberals such as Samuel Huntington suggest that what pro-
duces violence is not the absence of modernity but the efforts to achieve it (HUNTING-
TON 1968).
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He also rejects liberal statements that consider violence and war as part 
of the prehistory of civilized humankind, signs of backwardness, feu-
dal relics, obsolete, and pre-modern elements (1999:457). Edward Tir-
yakian agrees with Joas’ arguments and asserts that war and violence 
are integral features of advanced modernity rather than vestiges on the 
past. In addition, Tiryakian criticizes the liberal tradition that considers 
that: “the transition to modernity from feudality might have violence, 
intense but short-term; still, the major paths of modernity are in the di-
rection of the rational, efficient industrial economy replacing traditional 
arbitrary political rule” (1999: 475).

Employing modernisation theory is a poor approach to the study of 
violence and war because it does not address phenomena such as the 
use of power to perpetuate the developmental inequalities in modern 
states (JOAS 1999: 462). In addition, it does not provide responses to 
tensions inherent in the transition to modernity, nor does it include ele-
ments of “pre-modern” societies as well as failing to take into account 
the survival of important pockets of anti-modernity within the heart of 
modern society (ROXBOROUGH 1999: 492). All these vacuums have 
ruined the liberal dreams that the path to modernisation would neces-
sarily lead to peace.

Tiryakian remarks that Marx exposed the covered side of modernity 
through his historical analyses that considered class, warfare and vio-
lence as structural determinants of modernity (1999: 476). Marx under-
stood revolutions not as isolated episodes of violence or conflict but as 
class-based movements growing out of objective, structural contradic-
tions within historical conflict developing inherently —ridden societies— 
(SKOCPOL 1979:7). In this sense, Marx and the Marxists looked at the 
negative forces or factors within society that challenge the claims of 
modern states to advance the cause of modernity without conflict and 
violence. Nevertheless, Marx and the Marxists believed that when the 
working class takes power, then we can truly have a democracy without 
violence. That wish has not come true, and Marxist theory does not ap-
ply to societies that have not yet consolidated industrial proletarian soci-
eties. In other words, it has not responded to societies that still have in-
complete state formation and modernisation processes such as the Third 
World countries that suffer from the historical legacy of colonialism.

In this order of ideas, the crucial question is what role violence plays 
in nation-states that have an incomplete process of formation and con-
solidation for what Ian Roxborough called an insufficient or unfinished 
modernisation process (1999: 491).

Because of the failure of modernisation theory and the limitations 
of classical Marxist theory in explaining the role of violence in the mod-
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ernisation process, other theories or approaches have emerged.11 Some 
of the most important ones came from Barrington Moore’s research on 
the social origins of democracy and dictatorship, and from the Ameri-
can sociologist Theda Sckocpol and her theory of social revolution.12 
These works brought out more clearly the role that violence played in 
changes within the agrarian sector, in the so-called original accumula-
tion and in the state apparatus, than conventional modernisation the-
ory dealt with (JOAS 1999: 462).

Moore claims that evidence from his comparative history of mod-
ernisation shows that there have been different historical routes to 
modernisation, all of them with varied levels of violence. Some paths 
have finally accomplished peaceful modernisation and parliamentary 
democracies (as is the case in England), others have ended up as com-
munist dictatorships (as in China and Russia), others found fascism (as 
in Germany and Japan), and other paths are so weak that the consti-
tute a threat to democracy (as is the case in India) (1967: X).

A key argument of Moore’s analysis that explains violence and the 
weakness of modernisation theory is that some states have tried to 
modernize without changing their social structures.13 Moore remarks 
that this situation has caused the use of force that has been expressed 
in different types of social revolutions. On the one hand, this initiated 
revolutions from above, as was the case in Germany and Japan, and 
that this had been developed through militarism or violent political 
methods to perpetuate the extraction of surplus for accumulation by 
attempting to use traditional relations to make it work, especially main-
taining a peasant society working the land. On the other hand, it has 
favoured revolutions from below since keeping agrarian structures im-
plies the survival of a huge mass of peasants which is a problem for de-
mocracies, and at worst a pool for peasant revolutions led by commu-
nist dictatorships (MOORE 1967: 429-34).

Moore emphasizes that there are two major prerequisites for the 
accomplishment of democratic modernisation and the avoidance of 
peasant revolts; both are directly related to the dismantling of com-
plex agrarian societies. In the first place, there has to be a consen-

11 Other criticisms of the modernization theory deal particularly with its dualism the-
sis: traditional versus modern, urban versus rural, agrarian versus industrial, and so on.

12 Both authors made comparative historical studies of the history of social revolu-
tion.

13 MOORE suggests that more violence (expressed in social revolutions) occurred 
when the landed aristocracy failed to promote the transition from a basic agricultural 
economy to commercial-industrial agriculture.
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sus amongst the landed upper class to act as a political avant-garde 
to shift from an agricultural economy towards commercial agriculture, 
and later to industrial capitalism. Secondly, either the elimination or 
the transformation of peasants (and their social institutions) into some 
other kind of social formation is necessary (MOORE 1967: 423).14

Theda Skocpol, who did her own analysis of social revolutions in-
fluenced mainly by Marxism and political-conflict perspectives, criticizes 
the as yet overriding theoretical approaches —structural-functional ev-
olutionism and unilateral Marxism because they claim that social rev-
olutions are related to ‘modernisation’ but have entailed an almost 
exclusive focus on socio-economic tendencies and conflicts within na-
tional societies (SKOCPOL 1979: 19). In this sense, she points out that 
classical Marxism has failed to foresee or adequately explain social revo-
lutions because it focuses primarily or exclusively upon intra-state anal-
ysis concentrated in class-struggle relations and a limited conception of 
the state as an instrument of class domination.

Skocpol explains that there are two main additional elements that 
have invariably helped to shape revolutionary struggles and their out-
comes. These are: the nation state formation as an administrative and 
coercive machine with potentially autonomous power; and, interna-
tional structures and developments in world history, especially the un-
even spread of capitalist economic development. With regard to the 
former, Skocpol argues that: “not oppression, but weakness, breeds 
revolution”. In this sense, she claims that the crucial trigger for histori-
cal social revolutions was the inability of administrative and military ma-
chineries to modernise agrarian bureaucracies to face domestic and in-
ternational challenges (1983: 153-4). Consequently, she confers upon 
the state a key role as a potentially autonomous entity, although she 
recognises that this could be conditioned by particular socio-economic 
interests and structures. She considers that only state machineries that 
are significantly differentiated from traditional landed upper classes 
could undertake modernisation reforms which almost invariably would 
have to encroach upon the property or privileges of the landed upper 
class, as well as mobilize resources and exercise control over its popula-
tion (SKOCPOL 1979:14, SKOCPOL 1983:157).

Secondly, a social revolution cannot be explained without a system-
atic reference to transnational relationships, especially because of inter-

14 MOORE, heavily influenced by Marxism, considered that peasants were conserva-
tive and reactionary forces. For this reason, peasants had to be transformed or turned 
into commercial farmers producing for the market instead of their own consumption 
and/or that of the overlord (MOORE 1967: 423).
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national, military and commercial competition (as well as intrusion from 
abroad) that generates permanent conditions and pressures over the 
dynamics and development of the state. In sum, Skocpol considers that 
violence fundamentally depends upon the structures of state organiza-
tions and their partially autonomous and dynamic relationships to do-
mestic classes and political forces, as well as their positions regarding 
other states (1979: 284)

In order to ‘problematize’ even further the role of violence in the 
process of modernisation, particularly in Third World countries with 
a colonial legacy and large indigenous populations, it is necessary to 
briefly consider Cristóbal Kay’s analysis of the development and under-
development theories that have seriously contested modernisation the-
ory in Latin America.

After the Second World War, the economist Raúl Prebisch, with 
strong support from the Economic Commission for Latin America 
(ECLA), launched a strategic “Developmental” project for the mod-
ernisation of Latin America. It followed Western structuralist logic 
and anticipated that industrialization led by strong governmental in-
tervention would replace not only the old oligarchic order but lead 
to the development of modern and efficient democratic, bourgeois 
states and societies (KAY 1989:28). The promoters believed that 
what the Latin American economies needed was the implementation 
of the Import Substitution Model (SMI) to overcome the unequal in-
ternational exchange system. This phenomenon was a consequence 
of the world’s economic system that was divided into centre and pe-
riphery countries, where the former produced primary commodities 
(raw materials) and held cheap labour reserves while the latter pro-
duced and sold products with considerable added value. The SMI 
did not advocate socialism or revolutionary change, it basically pro-
posed a “redistribution with growth”. This model was implemented 
by many countries in the region from 1945 until the 1970s with di-
verse results.

One of the most important critical positions to this developmen-
tal project came from the Dependency Theory posited by Fernando H. 
Cardoso and Enzo Falleto in the 1950s and 1960s, which was later en-
riched by the so-called dependency reformists such as Sunkel and Fur-
tado. The Dependency Theory strongly criticized the structuralist theory 
arguing that there are external and internal factors of exploitation and 
oppression that contribute to the asymmetry of the terms of exchange. 
Sunkel condemned the modernisation project for focusing exclusively 
on the positivist aspects of capitalist development, which threatened its 
end products as the vehicle of development (KAY 1989:132). There are 
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many additional criticisms of the SMI,15 but some of the most relevant 
for the present essay are: its omission of class analysis and the theory 
of the state. In this sense, the emergence of authoritarian states was 
an alternative that had not been foreseen or contemplated. In addition, 
as Furtado had highlighted, it did not fully explain the need for perma-
nent repression in order to maintain the dynamics of dependent indus-
trialization (KAY 1989: 133).

The theory of Internal Colonialism, which derives from Dependency 
Theory, is another interesting response to both the deficient moderni-
sation theory and orthodox Marxist theory, for it exclusively focuses on 
class relations, thereby neglecting the ethnic dimension.16 The theory 
of Internal Colonialism was developed during the early to mid-1960s 
by two eminent Mexican sociologists Pablo González Casanova and 
Rodolfo Stavenhagen.

The theory explores how after national liberation and post-war de-
colonization, the internal domination and exploitation of indigenous 
groups continued but was carried out by other ethnic groups. Kay pro-
poses that the domination of one ethno-group by another is driven 
largely through extra-economic mechanisms such as discrimination and 
the use of force (direct violence). On the one hand, political domination 
is exercised by excluding the subjected group from political participa-
tion, access to the state, and to civil society. On the other hand, it consti-
tutes a relationship characterised by economic exploitation and based on 
non-capitalist forms. In other words, a surplus is extracted from the sub-
ordinated group through various forms of forces resulting in unequal ex-
change (KAY1989:75-6). The major forms of exploitation occur when 
indigenous producers undersell their produce. The other variant of exploi-
tation takes place when indigenous people undersell their labour power 
to mestizos, either on a seasonal or permanent basis (KAY 1989: 78).

In sum, Internal Colonialism is a theory that should be put forward 
in countries with significant indigenous populations (such as Mexico) 

15 The most important criticisms to the Substitution Importation Model were: a) the 
inability of industrialization to diffuse its benefits to other economic sectors and regions, 
b) There was a limited absorption of labour; c) Inequality in the distribution of benefits; 
d) the agrarian sector did not provide cheaper raw materials and there was a limited 
purchasing power of the rural population for a dynamic internal market; e) Increased 
control of foreign capital over the most dynamic economic sectors and industries; 
f) there was not the necessary transformation of profits into investments; g) increasingly 
dependency of value added products from the center countries; and, g) the existence of 
pre or semi-capitalist sectors in the economy (KAY 1989:46).

16 For Cristobal KAY the great strength and major contribution of the theory of in-
ternal colonialism is to explore the links between class and ethnicity (Ibid.: 69).
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to explain the internal mechanisms of oppression and the exploitation 
of one ethnic or racial group by another. The theory recognised that al-
though indigenous communities are integrated by the dominant capi-
talist mode of production, it does not necessarily follow that their re-
lations of production are fully capitalist. Nevertheless, the essential 
condition for defining this situation as internal colonialism is that these 
forms of exploitation are accompanied by extra-economic mechanisms 
of coercion.

The Normalization of violence: The Mexican Case

The present essay wishes to highlight that violence has been man-
aged or perceived in the official discourse as a natural ingredient of 
the state formation and modernisation processes in Mexico. Emphasis-
ing the ‘normalization’ of violence in the aforementioned processes is 
of particular relevance. In this sense, it is interesting to quote Hannah 
Arendt, who believed that this attitude is indicative of a certain accept-
ance of violence as: “no one questions or examines what is obvious to 
all” (ARENDT 1970:8).

The literature concerning the history of violence in Mexico reflects 
quite well on the hegemonic discourses of violence. It mainly concen-
trates on direct violence, and at the same time, it minimizes or hides 
other types of violence such as cultural and structural violence.

The use of direct violence, especially repression against opposi-
tion agents, has been historically justified as necessary by representa-
tives of the hegemonic discourse and legitimate governmental action 
in order to guarantee the progress and modernisation of the country. 
For instance, the Científicos17 during the porfiriato (1876-1910) justi-
fied violence in rural areas and against urban rebel workers in order to 
guarantee “order and progress” for the modernisation of the country 
(CUMBERLAND 1968:223-26). Later on, in the post revolutionary pe-
riod, the PRI vindicated many political decisions to re-establish order, 
social peace and political stability in the official discourse. Furthermore, 
the day after the October 2 1968 student massacre in Tlatelolco, the 
Mexican Senate officially applauded military and police intervention in 
order to protect not only the life and tranquillity of Mexican citizens, 

17 The Científicos brought into office in 1892, were conservative liberals who con-
trolled the Mexican economy. David BRADING considers that thanks to their economic 
measures the country has generated strong state structures and stability (BRADING, D. 
1980: 3).
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but the integrity of Mexican institutions (STEVENS 1979:206). Recently, 
in a newspaper article, a very influential academic who leads one of 
the most prestigious Think-Tank Centres in Mexico, Luis Rubio,18 wrote 
an article titled Paralelos where he made a comparison between China 
and Mexico’s economic development. He subtly justifies the use of vio-
lence to advance the development project. Rubio wrote:

In China economic change was threatened by democratic de-
mands, and the government did not know how to process it politi-
cally (The case of Tiennamen square). However, it was very impressive 
that instead of getting frightened and yielding under political pres-
sure to revert the reforms it made them a political imperative. By con-
trast, Mexico yielded because of political pressure and lost its way. 
Certainly, the Mexican and the Chinese governments are different in 
their structures and power. I do not advocate —in any way— repres-
sion as a legitimate method for promoting a development process. 
However, it is indisputable that when the Chinese government gave 
an imperative political status to growth, its priority was transparent 
and its actions took on a determination never seen before… (RUBIO 
2006).19

A critical review of Mexican historical literature on violence

This essay wants to advance mainstream analysis and interpreta-
tions of violence recognizing that during the process of Mexican state 
formation and modernisation many types of violence have existed al-
though they have been left unquestioned or made invisible in the offi-
cial discourse and the mainstream analysis of Mexican history.

During the process of Mexican state formation and modernisation 
processes many expressions of violence have overlapped but the domi-

18 Luis RUBIO is the Director of the Center of Research for Development (Centro de 
Investigación para el Desarrollo, A.C. —CIDAC—).

19 Spanish original version: “En China el cambio económico se vio amenazado por 
la demanda de democratización, y el gobierno no supo procesarlo políticamente (Caso 
Tiennamen). Pero impactante fue que en lugar de acobardarse y ceder ante la presión 
de revertir las reformas las hizo su imperativo político. En cambio, México cedió ante 
las presiones y perdió el camino. Ciertamente, el gobierno Mexicano no se asemeja 
al Chino en estructura o poder, ni estoy abogando de manera alguna por la represión 
como método legítimo para impulsar un proceso de desarrollo. Pero es indiscutible que 
cuando el gobierno Chino dio al crecimiento un estatus de imperativo político, sus prio-
ridades se tornaron transparentes y su actuar adquirió una determinación nunca antes 
vista…”.
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nant discourses within society have made some types of violence visible 
and others hidden. For instance, direct violence dominates the litera-
ture of Mexican history while other types of violence have been over-
shadowed or ignored. For many years, the history of violence in Mexico 
has been conceived as public violence or a kind of violence that takes 
place in the public arena between liberals and conservatives,20 por-
firistas and revolutionaries, and post-revolutionary factions struggling 
for political power amongst others. However, little attention has been 
given to the different types of violence exercised against other socio-
political sectors.

Peter Guardino argues that a serious problem with the Mexican lit-
erature about state formation is that there are few attempts to under-
stand and explain the participation of Mexico’s impoverished majori-
ties in the historic conflicts, and that most of the literature does not 
look beyond Mexico City (GUARDINO 1996). He suggests that even to-
day most studies continue to leave out the role of the working classes, 
both urban and rural, in the political struggle to shape the Mexican 
state. Some authors discount the possibility that lower class actors par-
ticipated in or had any effect on political conflict. They and their socio-
political participation are indeed denied, hidden or erased from Mexi-
can history.

In the hegemonic discourse, many types of violence, particularly 
against indigenous people, have remained hidden or managed as a 
normal part of the consolidation of the Mexican state and its moderni-
sation process. However, the three types of violence suggested by Gal-
tung have been used against indigenous peoples since Mexico’s inde-
pendence, a phenomenon that continues albeit in a slightly different 
fashion today.

Charles R. Hale points out that the state has committed acts of 
physical (direct) and symbolic violence against indigenous peoples. In 
relation to the latter, Hale suggests that the State has denied and even 
promoted the extermination of some ethnic groups: “There were sys-
tematic efforts to eliminate indigenous peoples, their institutions and 

20 Little attention in the literature is given to the implicit and explicit alliance be-
tween liberals and conservatives in relation to the indigenous problems and the need 
to control them, or even eliminate them to avoid a caste war or indigenous revolts. Ro-
mana FALCON points out that liberal and conservative elites had a common agreement 
to impose the modernisation project over the indigenous communities or even “erase” 
them from the national project (FALCON 2001). Enrique FLORES CANOT believes that 
there was an agreement to seize indigenous lands, and destroy their institutions, which 
gave them identity and cultural cohesion (FLORESCASNO, E. 1997:487).
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social organization, expropriating their lands, and promoting the ‘myth 
of mestizaje’ which holds that indigenous culture is inevitably, almost 
naturally, destined to disappear, replaced by a hardy and unique hybrid 
national culture that draws sustenance from both indigenous and Euro-
pean traditions” (HALE 2002: 500).

In Mexican history, the liberal academics preferred to neglect the 
presence of violence against indigenous people by hiding it or by de-
nying it. For instance, Jesús Reyes Heroles, one of the most influen-
tial official Mexican historians, devoted three volumes to the history 
of Mexican liberalism without even touching directly upon the Indian 
problem (HALE 1968). Charles A. Hale in his book about Mexican lib-
eralism between 1821 and 1853 gathered the main ideas of the liberal 
theoretician José Maria Luis Mora, and argued that the formal writings 
of the post-independence period revealed that there was an indiffer-
ence to indigenous heritage and a doctrinarian effort to remove the 
designation of ‘Indio’ from Mexican life. We must insist, said Mora, 
that by law, Indians no longer exist —Actas 3,9 Nov 3, 1824— (HALE 
1968: 217).

George Collier emphasized that the post-revolutionary regime car-
ried out a state policy, el indigenismo, with the aim of ‘civilising’ the 
indigenous communities through assimilation by progressively wiping 
away their cultural differences (COLLIER 2000). Stavenhagen asserts 
that the governmental indigenistas’ integration policies seek to elimi-
nate the Indians as cultural beings by integrating them into the domi-
nant mestizo national culture (STAVENHAGEN 1965: 75). In this sense, 
indigenous people were erased from the official literature of Mexican 
history as a culturally distinctive group and as active citizens, and were 
left behind as relics of the past splendours in a process of inevitable dis-
appearance (FALCON 2001: 15-16).

One of the positive aspects of globalization is that international 
campaigns have succeeded in making the issue of different types of 
hidden violence visible, and have helped indigenous communities come 
to terms with the ‘conspiratorial silence’ in relation to violence against 
ethnic groups or other groups that have suffered different types of 
cover-violence (TORRES RIVAS 1999 and 2000).
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Introduction

It would seem that (for better or for worse) the paradox of Zim-
babwean politics throughout the last decade in which the seemingly 
immovable dominance of ZANU-PF and the unstoppable force of the 
democratisation movement were held in a polarised stalemate, had 
reached its logical conclusion. Since 2000, the trajectory of Zimbabwe’s 
democratisation has rarely been the source of optimism. The some-
what ironically termed “harmonised” elections of 2008 were once 
again marred by violence. The state that once represented a beacon of 
democracy in southern Africa, once again stood on the precipice.

In the wake of the disputed elections of March 2008, Robert Mu-
gabe’s ZANU-PF Party and the Tsvangirai and Mutambara factions of 
the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) signed the Inter-party 
Agreement stating the determination: “to act in a manner that dem-
onstrates respect for the democratic values of justice, fairness, open-
ness, tolerance, equality, the respect of all persons and human rights”. 
The current “dispensation”, while anything but perfect, may yet herald 
the coming of age of a robust and truly independent, Zimbabwean civil 
society. This chapter explores and explains the evolution and consolida-
tion of an increasingly independent and politicised civil society in Zim-
babwe from 1980 up to the present.

Civil society in Zimbabwe exhibited relatively deeper foundations 
than the majority of African States due to industrialisation and relative 
modernisation. It was nevertheless in a state of “chronic underdevel-
opment” (MOYO 1995: 1). This was due to a combination of historical 
factors that operated in both the pre and post-independence periods. 
However, by 2000, a diverse and robust variety of social movements 
appeared to be capable of launching a powerful political challenge to 
Zimbabwe’s ruling party. This was despite a protracted entrenchment of 

© University of Deusto - ISBN 978-84-9830-475-6



54 HAMADZIRIPI MUNYIKWA

an official political culture that tended to blur distinctions between the 
ruling party, public institutions and organised social life. This essay will 
trace the evolution of Zimbabwe’s civil society through the key histori-
cal phases starting firstly with a brief overview of the pre-independence 
period, followed by an outline of state civil society relations during the 
first decade of independence. A critical turning point in state civil soci-
ety relations occurred with the adoption of the Economic Structural Ad-
justment Programme, the fallout from which resulted in the fission of 
the state and urban civil society and led to a period of rapid civil soci-
ety expansion and subsequent confrontation with the state from 1997 
until 2000. This paper will conclude with an assessment of the extent 
to which this opposition embodies practices and values that might help 
democratise Zimbabwean politics.

One may postulate that as the nationalist movement became the 
unifying social force for change during the liberation struggle so too 
has the democratisation movement come to articulate the interests of 
a broad spectrum of social interests in the context of the authoritarian 
state and increasingly delegitimised political order in Zimbabwe. How-
ever, as was the case with the nationalist movement, the movement 
for democracy in Zimbabwe is not necessarily a stable coalition. Fur-
thermore it has often been difficult to ascertain where the movement 
as a coalition ends and political society (the opposition Movement for 
Democratic Change) begins.

Civil Society: A problematic space

It may be useful to clear up some conceptual issues. The concept of 
civil society has become a ubiquitous term in the current political lexi-
con. The term has gained a prominent position in the official discourses 
of global governance institutions such as the UN, and the World Bank, 
donor agencies, national governments and policy makers, activists of 
all forms and ideological persuasions, journalists and scholars alike. 
What exactly is civil society and how can a term mean so many differ-
ent things to so many different people and perspectives? The concept 
of civil society is not unparadoxical nor is it uncontested. It has come to 
represent anything and everything to everyone. In its current usage, the 
concepts risk falling into the trap of obscurity and uselessness.

The dominant definition of civil society in the contemporary dis-
course views it as a “third sector” to the state and the market: “The 
sphere of social interaction between the household and the state 
which is manifest in norms of community cooperation, structures of 
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voluntary association, and networks of public communication” (BRAT-
TON 1994: 2). This realm of: “organized social life that is voluntary, 
self-generating, (largely) self-supporting, autonomous from the state 
and bound by a legal order or set of shared values” (DIAMOND 1994: 
5) and by definition, it encompasses associations and institutions rang-
ing broadly from clubs, religious bodies, unions, NGOs, community 
groups, professional associations, and the media to name but a few 
of its apparent constituents. Thus constituted, civil society has come to 
represent an: “aspirational shorthand” for notions of plurality, associa-
tionalism, the rule of law, trust, equity, and informed citizenry (GUDA-
VARTHY 2007).

The civil society discourse has revealed a myriad of problematic 
questions. What are civil society’s boundaries with the market and the 
state, or the family? What kinds of organisations constitute civil so-
ciety? For example, are religious groups, or gangs included? Is it only 
something that Western Liberal Democracies have? There has been 
considerable difficulty in applying the definition of civil society in differ-
ent geographical contexts. Does it exist in South East Asia, or Africa? 
Given the donor agency agenda of strengthening Civil Society in or-
der to bring about democratisation, is it possible to manufacture civil 
society? Furthermore, a number of Marxist critiques of the civil society 
concept maintain that the dominant theories occlude civil society as so-
cial form specific to capitalism and the formal democracy with which 
it is associated (ALEXANDER 1997; NZIMANDE 1995; WOOD 1990). 
Civil society finds itself in the paradoxical situation of being viewed as 
a panacea for all the world’s ills while at the same time it is claimed by 
different and very often opposing ideological influences. The elasticity 
of the term means that it can be stretched to fit diverse discourses and 
academic disciplines. Thus, adopting a particular model of civil soci-
ety essentially depends on one’s academic or political leanings, or one’s 
‘world-view’. Neutral concepts such as civil society therefore tend to 
be hegemonically defined in the terms of the most powerful. It has be-
come evident that attempts to define civil society have often only suc-
ceeded in making it more elusive as the paradoxes of each definition 
compromise the concept’s contribution to an understanding of politics, 
and society.

These theoretical issues beg the question, why maintain the con-
cept given its problematic status? There are at least three good reasons. 
First of all, the civil society schema allows for a normative horizon, as it 
is undeniable that a sphere of associational life, that at times stands as 
a counter balance to the state, and at other times legitimises the state 
is central to all functioning democratic regimes. It has also had consid-
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erable practical use as an organising principle for development work-
ers, as well as democratic activists all over the world. Finally despite its 
conceptual murkiness civil society still has a degree of analytical rele-
vance in a number of contexts.

“How do we move beyond such dehistoricised, depoliticised and 
flattened notions of the civil society and re-locate it in the process of 
democratisation?” (GUDAVARTHY 2007:2). Michael Edwards outlines 
three conflicting strands of the civil society theory. Firstly, the most 
prevalent schema follows Alexis De Tocqueville in holding that as-
sociationalism is central to any democratic polity. Most notably Rob-
ert Putnam, and a number of other leading scholars including Fran-
cis Fukuyama have adopted this schema. The second strand is the 
school of thought that views civil society as “the good society”. Ed-
wards notes that this second strand is often conflated with the asso-
ciationalism that characterises the first. This is arguably due to “third 
sector” concepts that dominated post Cold War paradigms of under-
standing democracy and democratisation. The third civil society schema 
in the tradition of Antonio Gramsci recognises civil society as the pub-
lic sphere, a space for public contestation, or in Gramsci’s perception a 
“soft underbelly” of the capitalist system in all its variants be they, for 
example, democratic or undemocratic, civil or uncivil. It may be pos-
sible to make a logical step and hypothesise that by avoiding a rigid 
definition of civil society and imagining it as a dynamic relationship be-
tween all of the above three elements, which are after all not mutually 
exclusive, while dependent on the varying contexts, it would allow for 
an analytically sound conception that may avoid some of the pitfalls of 
the current civil society schema.

Civil society’s resurgence: Placing the discourse in context

During the 1970s until the 1990s, the concept regained critical rel-
evance firstly in understanding the depth and substance of real existing 
liberal democratic regimes. Cohen and Arato highlight the role of the 
third sector in the central theoretical debates of the time, Elite versus 
Participatory Democracy; Rights-Oriented Liberalism versus Communi-
tarianism, and the defence of the welfare state versus Neoconservative 
Antistatism (COHEN et al 1992). Secondly, civil society was recognised 
as the key contributory factor in the transition to and consolidation of 
democracy in Third wave democracies. In this second instance the con-
solidation and expansion of the civil society space has been seen as an 
almost invariable accompaniment to the breakthrough of democracy 

© University of Deusto - ISBN 978-84-9830-475-6



 STATE-CIVIL SOCIETY RELATIONS IN ZAMBABWE: ZIMBABWEAN CIVIL SOCIETY... 57

in “third wave” and post-authoritarian states, sometimes in helping to 
bring about the transition in the first place and at other points helping 
to bring about democratic consolidation after the adoption of demo-
cratic electoral procedures. This view arose in the wake of transitions 
towards the end of the Cold War as well as in its aftermath, and has 
had a central role in “democratisation” agendas of donor agencies, 
and governments. It remains however to be seen to what extent the 
deproblematised civil society as configured in the democratisation dis-
course fits in to the three debates outlined by Cohen and Arato in ref-
erence to real existing democracies.

Civil society and democratisation

How, indeed, does civil society; the realm of associational life, bear-
ing a view of a civil, democratic society, while allowing for external civil 
contestation with the state as well as taking part within the realm of 
associational life itself facilitate democratisation? According to Samuel 
Huntington, the first and most basic function of civil society is: “the ba-
sis for the limitation of state power, hence for the control of the state 
by society, and for democratic political institutions as the most effective 
means of exercising control” (HUNTINGDON 1984: 204). This function 
has two dimensions, firstly the restraint of power in democratic states 
and secondly the democratisation of authoritarian states. The second 
contribution of civil society to democratisation is the role associational 
life plays creating democratic tendencies and skills such as tolerance, 
compromise and respect for opposing views. This notion holds as its 
classical locus, De Tocqueville’s Democracy in America in which he lauds 
voluntary associations such as: the “large free schools of Democracy” 
in which a society learns the skills of democracy, resulting in more effi-
cient political participation, and promoting the appreciation of the ob-
ligations and rights of democratic citizenship (1994). Another function 
through which civil society helps to strengthen democracy is by serving 
as a recruitment and training ground for new political leaders. This has 
certainly been the case in a number of states during transitions from 
authoritarianism to democracy, be they in Eastern Europe, Latin Amer-
ica, or indeed in Africa. Among the democratic functions of civil society 
are the dissemination of information, through individual associations as 
well as through an independent press, in more recent times civil society 
has taken a more active role in procedural democracy through consult-
ative processes for example in the redrafting of constitutions, as well as 
in the monitoring of elections.
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Africanist social scientists have often struggled to apply conven-
tional arguments about the association of democracy with strong civil 
societies to local settings and circumstances. Commentators such as 
NDEGWA (1996) and KASFIR (1998) charge the framework as being 
myopic: presenting a normative rather than empirical outlook of the re-
ality of civil society as well as ignoring the history of African society and 
the interplay of political forces. In this respect they have reflected the 
theoretical ambiguity in much of the transition literature’s deployment 
of the concept of civil society in which civil society is alternately viewed 
as an absolute good or, more subtly, following Gramsci, perceived as a 
reflection of contending social forces.

Zimbabwean commentators in the 1990s emphasised the vulner-
ability of local civil society as well as the hostile environment that ex-
plained its ‘chronic underdevelopment’ (Moyo 1993) and its continuing 
need for externally derived resources (MAKUMBE 1996). More recent 
Zimbabwean focussed scholarship has perceived civil society organi-
sations as the central component of Zimbabwe’s ‘democratic move-
ment’ with their ideological orientation increasingly influenced by ‘in-
ternational civil society’ solidarity (SACHIKONYE 2002). Brian KAGORO 
(2003) and Sara DORMAN (2002) have supplied useful sectorally fo-
cussed contributions on the roles played respectively by the trade un-
ions and the church in building opposition politics and Sam MOYO et 
al (2000) have compiled a more general survey of political relationships 
between NGOs and the Zimbabwean state. There remains, however, a 
shortage of studies that focus on the internal life of Zimbabwean vol-
untary organisations as well as analyses that critically examine their de-
gree of commitment to democratic practice, keeping in mind Sheelagh 
Stewart’s general observation about African NGOs and civil society, that 
‘democratic forms do not equal democracy’ (STEWART 1997: 22).

The evolution of Civil Society in Zimbabwe

This essay will now trace the evolution of Zimbabwe’s civil society 
through the key historical phases starting firstly with a brief overview of 
the pre-independence period, followed by an outline of state civil soci-
ety relations during the first decade of independence. A critical turning 
point in state civil society relations occurred in the adoption of the Eco-
nomic Structural Adjustment Programme, the fallout from which led 
to a fission between the state and urban civil society and led to a pe-
riod of rapid civil society expansion and confrontation from 1997 until 
2000.
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Civil Society during the colonial period

The logic and structure of the colonial government in Rhodesia and 
subsequently the Ian Smith regime after the Unilateral Declaration of 
Independence (UDI) in 1965, were specifically contrived to limit and ul-
timately eliminate the political participation of Black Zimbabweans: that 
is “to kill civil society” (MOYO 1995: 10). This was achieved through a 
series of systematic policies that excluded Black Africans from national 
politics, generally by confining Africans to a tribal existence.

Before the 1940s the sphere of black urban associationalism had 
been confined to sports clubs, dance societies, and burial societies, 
which reflected the transitory nature of the urban African existence in 
which black workers were required to straddle their rural and urban 
lives. These workers formed tribal networks as a response to the diffi-
cult economic conditions in the urban areas (RAFTOPULOUS 2000). As 
African workers became more concentrated in key mining and com-
mercial centres, early efforts were made to organize and articulate 
their interests. The first black Trade Union the Industrial and Commer-
cial workers Union was established in 1927; and by 1931 had grown 
to 5.000 members in 13 branches across the country (RAFTOPULOUS 
1995). The ICU did not possess the formal structures of a trade union 
nor did it ever succeed in organising a strike, as it was arguably more 
concerned with the status of a negligible minority of educated Afri-
cans. Nevertheless the ICU faced repression that included the banning 
of its meetings and the imprisonment of its leaders, and by 1934 had 
all but disappeared (Arrighi 1976). The unequal competition of races 
was consolidated in colonial government policy under the Industrial 
Conciliation act of 1934, which explicitly excluded Africans from its 
definition of employees, and therefore hindered the chances of Afri-
cans to rise up the industrial ladder, while simultaneously curtailing the 
space for the formation of African Trade Unions (ibid.).

The Second World War and its aftermath set in motion a period of 
rapid economic growth due to increased global demand for raw mate-
rials on the one hand and a surge in local demand for goods and serv-
ices as a result of the influx of European immigrants. The economic 
growth of this period coupled with the devastating impact of the Land 
Apportionment Act of 1930, which had confined the African Peas-
antry to less arable land, insufficient to cope with the rising population, 
led to an increase in the numbers of urban workers (ARRIGHI 1976; 
RAFTOPULOUS 1995). As Arrighi and Raftopulous have highlighted, 
the combination of decreasing peasant productivity and the increas-
ing hardship faced by urban workers as a result of declining real wages 
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engendered solidarity between the African peasant classes and wage-
workers. A bourgeoning black intelligentsia was then capable of articu-
lating the black national consciousness in the light of the anti-colonial 
wave that had been sweeping the post Second War world. Nationalist 
political organisations came to provide a forum for expressing broader 
African concerns.

The growth of territorial nationalist consciousness was bolstered 
by the repression that faced those labour organisations that were ca-
pable of articulating their interests. This was the case in the railway 
strike of 1945 and the 1948 general strike. When, from the late 1950s 
onwards, successive African Nationalist Parties were banned; Africans 
were forced to conduct their political activity clandestinely, as social 
movements such as the trade unions, student groups, community or-
ganisations and political parties were trampled upon (ARRIGHI 1976, 
DU TOIT 1995; MOYO 1995, RAFTOPULOUS 2000). Here, from a very 
early stage the boundaries between civil and political society were very 
porous. Indeed, commentators such as Sachinkonye have stressed that 
in the upsurge of anti-colonial struggles social movements such as la-
bour, student, religious, youth and peasant movements played a crucial 
role in swelling the Nationalist movement for independence. The na-
tionalist movement therefore became the dominant motor for articu-
lating the interests of all Black social movements.

The fact that the Nationalist Movements in Zimbabwe espoused a 
Marxist-Leninist ideology cannot be overemphasised, as their ideology 
would heavily influence state-civil society, dynamics post-independence 
or at least appear as a legitimating factor for the co-option of civil so-
ciety by the state. What is interesting at this point is the extent of over-
lap of principal actors from the labour movement and the National-
ist movement following UDI. In 1965 the enactment of security laws 
such as the law and order maintenance act and the Emergency Pow-
ers Amendment Act meant that the possibility of the nationalist move-
ment achieving its goals through non-violent methods became signifi-
cantly diminished. The movement towards armed struggle as opposed 
to more civil action gained the ascendancy in Zimbabwe in 1966. Dur-
ing the liberation struggle and, more significantly, closer to independ-
ence, the nationalist movement successfully hegemonised most African 
social movements.

Conversely to the dynamic of co-option that typified the majority 
of African social movements, a number of church based organisations 
were formed during the 1960s and 1970s. These organisations such as 
the Christian Council formed in 1964; Christian Care (1967) and the 
Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace (1972) which were formed, 
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firstly as a response to the racist policies of the Rhodesian Government 
and during the guerrilla war, took on a more active role in document-
ing human rights abuses by the Security forces as well as caring for 
wounded combatants and their relatives. These organisations remained 
relatively independent from co-option either by the White settler state 
or the Nationalist guerrilla movements.

Furthermore as the state became more militarised, with most white 
males becoming involved as soldiers in the war, space opened for par-
ticipation by black people in labour organisations and possibly as a 
consequence of this, of other associations. This was the case particu-
larly with regard to members of the black middle class who had taken 
over the jobs previously reserved for the white men, who at this point, 
were engaged in their military service.

State and civil society relations 1980-1990

At independence, in 1980, Zimbabwe boasted a relatively vibrant 
associational sphere consisting of burial societies, farmers unions, trade 
unions, church and religious organisations, and students groups. How-
ever, in the immediate post-colonial period, civil society’s capacity to in-
fluence the process of democratisation by functioning as a significant 
counterbalance to the interests of the ruling party and the state, or as 
a motor for articulating the interests of its constituent parts, was no-
tably weakened. Civil society movements opted rather to maintain a 
“cautiously ambivalent” and non-confrontational relationship with the 
ruling party which has been remarked upon by a large number of com-
mentators of this period.

The underdevelopment of civil society was the upshot of a number 
of inter-related factors. Firstly, the pre-independence period during 
which political participation by the majority was significantly limited, 
where it had not been explicitly repressed. As noted in the section 
above the nationalist movement became a unifying social movement 
articulating the interests of nearly all Black social movements. This evi-
dently provided a poor foundation for the creation of an independent 
civil sphere. Moyo (1995) emphasises that the nature of the Nationalist 
Movement and the political culture of the anti-colonial struggle did not 
necessarily lend themselves to the forms and norms of democratic par-
ticipation that are central to democratic civil society.

The post-colonial Zimbabwean state and the ruling party had a crit-
ical role in constituting civil society and largely defined the parameters 
within which it was to operate (RAFTOPULOUS 2000). There was a de-
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gree of willing subordination to the ruling party’s agenda on the part 
of Non-Governmental Organisations in the heady days following inde-
pendence. This partly reflected their need for political patronage in or-
der to pursue their individual objectives (RAFTOPULOUS 2000). Virtually 
all Non-Governmental Organisations chose to coalesce under the gov-
ernment’s developmental programmes. In addition to the patrimonial 
relations that typified the state, the ruling party and the associational 
sphere, there was also a significant overlap of personnel. Commenta-
tors have highlighted ZANU-PF’s fusion of the state and society as bot-
tom tier local government institutions to the extent that they became 
almost indistinguishable from the party (DU TOIT 1995).

A number of the colonial institutions and rules of conduct control-
ling the Non-Governmental and Associational Sphere remained largely 
intact. An example would be the Welfare Organisations Act (1967), 
which had originally been passed by the Rhodesian UDI government 
to regulate organisations supporting the “terrorists” and their families 
during the liberation war (DORMAN 2001).

The financial status of Non-Governmental Organisations was an-
other major contributing factor to civil society’s underdevelopment in 
the first decade of independence. The majority of civic groups in Zim-
babwe during this period were not capable of supporting themselves 
and were therefore reliant on the state and foreign donors for support 
(MAKUMBE 1998; MOYO 2000).

The above noted weaknesses were evident in the State-Labour re-
lationship between 1980 and 1990. Labour movements were signifi-
cantly fractured at independence. Labour-capital relations between 
1980 and 1982 were marked by intense conflicts and resulted in nu-
merous strikes motivated in part by the high expectations of the lib-
eration struggle. Differences were resolved during this period through 
heavy state intervention by way of statutory minimum wages, moni-
toring of retrenchments and unfair labour practices, and the forma-
tion of workers committees (SACHINKOYE 1995: 135). The Mugabe 
government encouraged the formation of an umbrella movement the 
Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions in February 1981. Skalnes argues 
that the formation of the ZCTU was actually to counter the influence 
of trade unions affiliated to other parties and to undermine their at-
tempt to merge into an independent national umbrella organisation in 
the United Trade Unions of Zimbabwe (UTUZ) (SKALNES 1993: 423). 
The government did not however condone civil servants striking, as 
was demonstrated when teachers and nurses went on strike in October 
1981. The action was seen as an: “unjustifiable negligence of duty and 
disloyalty to the state” (NORDLUND 1995:142). Throughout the 1980s, 
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strikes by teachers, nurses, as well as miners and railway workers were 
quelled under the Industrial Conciliation Act and the Law and Order 
Maintenance Act, both remnants of the colonial era. Intervention by 
the government in the actions of the central labour union, the ZCTU, 
took the form of: “benevolent paternalism” under the guise of social-
ism and a government of national unity (NORDLUND 1995: 143).

Liberalisation, ESAP and the resurgence of a politically engaged 
civil society

The end of the 1980s and the early 1990s represented a major par-
adigm shift for Zimbabwe as much as it did globally. The adoption of 
the Economic Structural Adjustment Programme sanctioned by the In-
ternational Financial Institution, sufficiently reflected the disproportion-
ate influence, generally behind closed doors, of industrial organizations 
such as the Commercial Farmers Union, the Congress of Zimbabwe In-
dustries and the Zimbabwe National Chamber of Commerce. Consul-
tation of other civil society organisations most notably labour and the 
small scale mainly black Zimbabwean Farmers Union during the adop-
tion of the liberalisation policies was minimal. Analysts were once again 
confounded by civil society’s initial incapacity to contest the Structural 
Adjustment policies, despite the evident socio-economic ramifications.

The Zimbabwean adoption of ESAP should be understood in the 
context of the imposition of Structural Adjustment Programmes by the 
International Financial Institutions throughout the developing world 
and particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa. That the message in point was 
that economic liberalisation would subject the economic and political 
decision making to the rule of globally determined prices in the eco-
nomic sphere, and to multi-party democracy and “good-governance” 
in the political sphere goes without saying. However, it has been widely 
acknowledged that Zimbabwe was not undergoing an immediate eco-
nomic crisis, nor was the state in danger of a default of payments to its 
international creditors.

Zimbabwe’s Economic Structural Adjustment Programme resulted 
in an economic downturn characterised by a rise in unemployment and 
a decrease in real wages. Unemployment rose from 30-50 per cent, 
which affected 26,000 jobs in the public sector, and 20,000 in the pri-
vate sector (SACHIKONYE 1995: 143). The restructuring measures ef-
fectively reversed most of the social gains made in the 1980s. This was 
most evident in the cutbacks in the civil service, subsidies to parastatal 
companies and social services and food subsidies (DANSEREAU 2003). 
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The period of liberalisation resulted in a dramatic increase in inflation, 
which combined with a decline of 36 per cent in real wages between 
1990 and 1996. The Government of Zimbabwe itself acknowledged 
that by 1995 the cost of food had increased by 516 per cent, while ed-
ucation, health care, and transportation costs all rose by 300 per cent 
(DANSEREAU 2003: 181).

The relatively open political space during the early 1990s allowed 
for the burgeoning of urban civil society. The above was composed of 
labour, women’s groups, students and religious organisations. These 
began to assume a more politicised role in the state in the context of 
minimal political liberalisation. The role of the Zimbabwe Congress of 
Trade Unions especially grew more assertive during this period after 
the clientelism that had characterised its relationship to the state in the 
preceding decade. The strengthening of labour largely came about as 
a reaction to the falling standards of living, as well as the end of social 
spending that came with the structural adjustment policies. This stood 
in stark contrast to the large salary increases awarded to the coun-
try’s leadership and higher-level government authorities, as well the in-
creasing evidence of corruption within the ranks of the ruling party es-
tablishment (DANSEREAU 2003; SACHIKONYE 2002). Labour action 
began to take a more defiant and confrontational stance, as was ex-
emplified in large strikes by post and telecommunications workers dur-
ing the annual International Trade Fair, causing considerable embar-
rassment to the government. A number of student protests took place 
often degenerating into all-out riots. These were also apparently mo-
tivated by the increasing cost of living, while students also cited politi-
cal grievances with regard to corruption and the increasing power of 
the executive under President Mugabe. For its part, the government 
reacted to these actions with a heavy hand, arresting striking work-
ers and students and setting into motion a confrontational relationship 
with civil society in general (SACHIKONYE 2002: 17).

The politicisation of the labour movement under the ZCTU acceler-
ated in 1996 when public sector workers, particularly teachers, staged 
a walk out which escalated into a general strike as third level students 
joined in solidarity. When a more sustained economic meltdown be-
gan in 1997, ZANU-PF’s political base was further eroded while politi-
cal dissent became more acute (SACHIKONYE 2002: 16). The growing 
strength and national credibility of urban civil society manifested itself 
in 1997 in a series of general strikes. The ZCTU managed to articulate 
the linkages between the economic crisis and problems of governance. 
Protests began to address issues of governance, the economy, and de-
cry the pronounced authoritarianism of the government. It would also 
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be important to note the surprisingly outward support given to these 
strikes by private sector capital actors such as retail and factory own-
ers. The economic downturn of 1997 had been precipitated by the 
unbudgeted Z$50,000 individual pay offs to liberation war veterans, 
which came to an estimated total of Z$4 billion (SACHIKONYE 2002: 
15). This was also a major crossroads within the ruling party, as mem-
bers of the Zimbabwe National Liberation War Veterans Association 
(ZNLWVA) took a larger role in ZANU-PF (MOORE 2002; SACHIKONYE 
2002). Individuals such as the ZNLWVA’s leader Chenjerayi Hunzvi be-
gan to point to the unresolved issues of land reform as ZANU-PF’s rural 
constituency became increasingly restless, in no small part due to the 
economic results of ESAP. Isolated cases of community- led land occu-
pations began to emerge in 1997 as landless villagers and war veterans 
began to pressurise the government over land reform.

Civil society convergence on the issue of the constitution (NCA)

Faced with the inability to solve (workers’) economic problems, 
civil society capacity to bring about any real change was hindered by 
the increasing repression against strikes and demonstrations, as well 
as the oppositional vacuum on the political scene. In 1997 the Zimba-
bwe Council of Churches convened a meeting of civil society organi-
zations to discuss the question of the constitution. A general consen-
sus was resolved that the broad goals of civil society could only have 
been achieved through constitutional reform. 96 civil society organi-
sations, comprising among others Labour, women’s groups, human 
rights groups and churches came together to form the National Con-
stitutional Assembly in 1998 (TORDOFF 2005: 411). The NCA priori-
tized the issue of democratisation and good governance and set about 
running civic-education activities and campaigns. The formation of the 
NCA represents a critical juncture in the relationship between NGOs 
and the state.

The government responded to the pressure from the constitutional 
Assembly by appointing the 395 member Zimbabwe Constitutional 
Commission in April 1999 (SITHOLE 2002: 165). This commission was 
charged with the task of consulting with society at large and drafting a 
new constitution which would be put to referendum in February 2000. 
The commission, though largely composed of members of ZANU-PF, 
was made up of a cross section of civil society and the private sector. It 
held public hearings across the country over 1999, to ensure that the 
new constitution would be informed by the views of the people (SIT-
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HOLE 2002). In the drafting process disagreements arose between the 
government and the NCA over the composition of the commission, its 
neutrality, and the transparency of the process. The most notable as-
pects of the final draft of the constitution were its capacity to allow for 
land to be expropriated more easily, but maintained the powers of the 
executive presidency intact. The NCA lobbied heavily against the refer-
endum, with support from white commercial farmers, and the newly 
formed MDC party (MOYO 2002: 14). The government lost the refer-
endum for the new constitution in February 2000. This represented a 
major threshold for state and civil society relations that heralded the 
confrontation and subsequent repression that has characterised the 
first decade of the twenty first century in Zimbabwean politics.

General Conclusions

This chapter has traced the evolution and consolidation of Zimba-
bwean civil society with a view to contributing to the broader theo-
retical and conceptual debates regarding civil society. It has taken as a 
point of departure the contemporary civil society discourse, highlight-
ing particularly definitional debates and of ideological standpoints. 
Drawing mainly from Michael Edward’s Work, the chapter suggests a 
threefold conception of civil society. Civil society is therefore under-
stood as the dynamic relationship between the elements of association-
alism; notions of a society that is good (in the context of contemporary 
Africa sufficiently couched in the exigencies of good governance), and 
finally, a space in which, on the one hand, interaction as well as con-
testation with the state takes place and on the other internal interac-
tion within the space of associational life. These three elements, it is ar-
gued are not mutually exclusive, but instead overlap depending on the 
different geographical, historical and political contexts, allowing for an 
analytically sound conception that may avoid some of the pitfalls of the 
current civil society schema.

As this essay has shown Zimbabwe’s civil society has had a criti-
cal function in the state’s democratic trajectory. Zimbabwe’s civil soci-
ety has contributed positively to democracy; firstly and probably most 
importantly as a source of resistance to the tendencies to arbitrary and 
authoritarian rule under the ZANU-PF government. Organizations such 
as the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions, The Zimbabwe National 
Students Union, the National Constitutional Assembly and the Zimba-
bwe Election Support Network, to name merely the most prominent 
in a very long list, have braved severe repression in their struggle for 
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the defence of democratic practices. Repression has taken the form of 
the banning of gatherings; brutality at the hands of the state’s security 
forces; and, arrests and imprisonment, often for prolonged periods and 
without charge. These organizations have provided channels for the ex-
pression of the interests of a large number of Zimbabweans who have 
become capable of clearly voicing their demands. Civic organizations 
such as ZimRights and the Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace 
have consistently documented human rights abuses and continue to 
conduct public awareness campaigns on the issues of democratization 
and human rights. The associational sphere has notably been a recruit-
ing ground for political leaders. The political leaders of Zimbabwe’s op-
position have largely been drawn from the ranks of trade unionists, 
student leaders, and women’s rights activists.

More subtly, in relation to the Putnam “associationalism” school of 
thought, civil society in Zimbabwe has provided a forum for the incul-
cation of democratic norms and practices. This fundamental character-
istic of democratic civil societies is very strong, as Zimbabweans have 
formed a wide range of associations in order to cope with the harsh 
economic conditions over the last decade. Organizations such as Burial 
Societies, Rural Home Based Care Initiatives for the victims of the HIV/
AIDS pandemic, and Community Drama and Culture clubs reflect what 
Alexis de Tocqueville referred to as the “great free schools of democ-
racy”. This fact reflects a significant problematic of African civil socie-
ties succinctly summed up by Nelson Kasfir: “Africa has long been rich 
in associational life but poor in democracy” (KASFIR 1998: 124).

As a precaution against viewing civil society as a democratic cure-
all it would be important to note that, despite its positive contributions; 
civil society continues to suffer from the same problems of poverty 
and corruption that affect Zimbabwean society in general (MAKUMBE 
1998: 331). Civil society as a set of social relations is not necessarily 
more inherently progressive than other forms of social relations, no-
tably those derived from the state and formal political processes, in 
terms of challenging oppression (Giroux 1993: 185). There remains a 
lack of focused study on the internal dynamics of civil society organiza-
tions. Zimbabwe’s associational sphere’s heavy reliance on foreign do-
nor funding also raises questions as to the autonomy of its concerns as 
opposed to the extent to which they meet donor specified goals. The 
above situation has exposed the associational sphere to vitriolic attacks 
from the ruling party’s leadership, who argue that civic groups serve as 
puppets for Western Governments.

Furthermore, the extent to which there has historically been a sig-
nificant overlap between the political sphere and civil society in Zim-
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babwe may be reason to question is overall autonomy. This is the case 
with respect to civil society and the ruling party as a result of the libera-
tion movement as well as the Movement for Democratic Change oppo-
sition party, following the increased dissent in the 1990s.

Events since the formation of the Government of National unity 
in Zimbabwe in 2008 have provided civil society with an incrementally 
wider space in which to participate in the process of democratic re-
form. This has been evident in the process of constitution building as 
well as in the formation of a media commission, which will be com-
posed of and consult with civil society groups in rebuilding the inde-
pendent media. A particularly positive development was the launch of 
the Civil Society Monitoring Mechanism (CISOMM) aimed at assessing 
the sincerity, accountability and transparency of the political parties to 
achieving the democratic reforms agreed following the signing of the 
Interparty Political Agreement (IPA) on 15th September 2008. However 
tenuous Zimbabwe’s government of national unity may be, it has sup-
plied a more fertile environment for a civil sphere that is autonomous, 
vibrant, and vocal.
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Private Military Companies: 
The Clash of “Civilianisations”?

Carla Marcelino Gomes1

University of Coimbra, Portugal

Most recent news: [he] had contracted a security firm, recently 
created to guard his enterprises and his home at Alvalade. With 
the demobilisation from the governmental army, which, according 
to him, had been a precipitated result of the peace accords, some 
former military and police officers, had founded security companies, 
using their former subordinates and carrying government arms.2

(PEPETELA 2008:25)

Abstract

This chapter will analyse the consequences of the use of Private 
Military Companies (PMCs), within a conflict or in a post-conflict 
scenario, by focusing their contribution to a possible “clash of 
‘civilianisations” (with reference to Huntington’s “clash of civiliza-
tions”). The conceptual framework of this chapter lies within the 
privatization of violence and security. Analysis will be made of the 
legal dimension of this new reality, by assessing the activities of 
PMCs and their personnel according to International Humanitarian 
Law and Human Rights Law. The chapter will defend the need for 
all the actors involved to be responsible in conducting their PMC 
activities and will conclude by making some proposals. Considering 
that these areas of the privatisation of violence and security repre-
sent quite a challenging field for the future, the paper will try to 
answer whether or there might be a clash of ‘civilianisations’.

1 Carla MARCELINO GOMES is a PhD candidate at University of Coimbra, Portugal 
and a Marie Curie Fellow, University of Deusto, Bilbao, Spain.

2 Free translation, responsibility of the author. The present book partly describes An-
golan society before and after the Independence war and the following civil war.
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Introduction

The preoccupations related with the use of PMCs in conflict or 
post-conflict contexts will be developed under the conceptual frame-
work of the privatisation of violence and security, which is discussed in 
the first section, together with a definition of the PMC. In order to fully 
understand the seriousness of the matters that will be raised, the au-
thor found it relevant to add some introductory notes concerning the 
industry of PMCs, namely their historical appearance and the way they 
function. Further on, the chapter explains the term “clash of civilianisa-
tions” and questions whether it is possible that such a clash can hap-
pen in the future. As part of this contextualisation and as a support 
for the positions defended in this chapter, there is a summary descrip-
tion of the legal framework that can be applied to the activities of the 
PMCs and the status of their personnel, according to International Hu-
manitarian Law and International Human Rights Law. Recognising the 
importance of national regulation, I will provide a brief comparative le-
gal analysis of the solutions adopted in different countries, such as Bos-
nia-Herzegovina, Iraq, Kosovo, South Africa and the USA. Finally, there 
will be a brief review of the international community position concern-
ing activities of the PMCs and issues raised by their participation in 
warfare and post-conflict situations.

The chapter will conclude with the belief that it is necessary to 
gather together efforts, measures and systems relating to the control 
of transparency and accountability that involves all the actors: contract-
ing states, territory states, home states, PMCs and personnel. It is time 
the international community dedicated special attention to this reality. 
Without measures such as these, the privatisation of violence will surely 
lead into a “clash of ‘civilianisations’”.

Conceptual framework

Although the designation “Private Military Companies”3 is re-
cent and scientifically non-consensual, the truth is that the pres-
ence and use of civilians within conflict scenarios is an historical 

3 Mainly within the Anglo-Saxon environment, we can find the following designa-
tions which, apart from some small nuances, refer to the same reality under scrutiny in 
this paper: Private Military Corporations, Private Military Firms, Military Service Providers, 
Private Military Industry.
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fact4 and, in some cases, this has been an activity protected by the le-
gal canons. For example,5 article 4 (4)6 of the Third Geneva Conven-
tion (1950) makes an explicit reference to the use of private contrac-
tors responsible for the execution of certain tasks within the activities 
of the armed forces. Nevertheless, it should be highlighted that this 
reality is really closer to the Anglo-Saxon world, and that serious res-
ervations are held in other parts of the world, particularly in continen-
tal Europe. However, even within the Anglo-Saxon tradition, the use 
of private contractors has been related more to issues such as logistics 
and catering, and not so much focused on the essence of war efforts 
themselves, intelligence, interrogation and even combat. So, the great 
change has not only been in the significant increase of private contrac-
tors in conflict or post-conflict scenarios but also the widening of their 
activities. This conjunction of factors has led to a number of relevant 
and serious concerns.

It is important to outline the theoretical field upon which the rea-
soning will develop. As for the broader concept, that is privatisation 
that will be based on the definition proposed by DE FEYTER & GOMEZ 
ISA (2005), as its approach is a human rights one. According to these 
authors: “the term ‘privatisation’ is often used to describe a process 
simply involving the removal of public authorities from the operation 
of an institution or of a service, even if the state retains ownership.” 
From a human rights perspective, which is also the one adopted in this 
paper, those authors defend that: “states are the primary duty hold-
ers. Inevitably, a human rights perspective to privatisation implies a fo-
cus on the role of the state in the context of a privatisation process” 
(2005: 2).

4 That is the case of the Hessian Regiments, contracted by Great Britain and de-
feated by General George Washington, at the Battle of Trenton in 1776, by the time 
of the American Independency War. Another example is the use of the “Flying Tigers”, 
who fought against the Japanese army, in Burma and China, by the Second World War.

5 Another example is the “1863 U.S. Army General Orders No. 100”, commonly 
known as the “Lieber Code”, which legally recognises the presence of civilians within 
state armed forces.

6 “Persons who accompany the armed forces without actually being members 
thereof, such as civilian members of military aircraft crews, war correspondents, sup-
ply contractors, members of labour units or of services responsible for the welfare of 
the armed forces, provided that they have received authorization from the armed forces 
which they accompany, who shall provide them for that purpose with an identity card 
similar to the annexed model.”
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As far as the term “Private Military Company” is concerned, the 
author has chosen the definition put forward by SINGER (2002:186), 
according to which PMCs7 are:

Profit-driven organizations that trade in professional services in-
tricately linked to warfare. They are corporate bodies that specialize 
in the provision of military skills-including tactical combat operations, 
strategic planning, intelligence gathering and analysis, operational 
support, troop training and military technical assistance.

In other words, PMCs are legally created enterprises, whose specifi-
city lies in the fact that they exist to deal with military activities that tra-
ditionally belong to the exclusive sphere of States, such as: military tac-
tics and strategy,: armed forces training: and, even combat. The novelty 
that PMCs bring is related to the regularity and intensity with which, 
increasingly, they are contracted to intervene in the contexts of armed 
conflicts or post-conflict. According to KALDOR (2001:92): “regular 
armed forces are in decay, particularly in areas of armed conflict”. This 
being so, the next obvious question is to wonder whether PMCs may 
eventually become an alternative resource to the present peacekeeping 
UN missions. The UN has been resisting the move towards the” priva-
tisation of peace”, although it is well known that Kofi Annan made a 
statement while being the UN Secretary-General, when referring to the 
camp of refugees, in Goma, Rwanda.8 He commented that:

When we had need of skilled soldiers to separate fighters from 
refugees in the Rwandan refugee camps in Goma, I even considered 
the possibility of engaging a private firm. But the world may not be 
ready to privatize peace.

Although the issue of contracting PMCs is still an uncomfortable 
one, the truth is that, increasingly, it has been recognised that there is a 
connection between humanitarian action and private security services.9 
According to a recent study (HUMANITARIAN POLICY GROUP, 2008:1), 
the use of private armed protection remains an exception, within the 
aid organisations, as in case of some UN agencies and NGOs, which 

7 Singer prefers the term “Private Military Firms”. For this matter, we consider that 
this term refers to the same reality as PMCs.

8 See SG/SM/6613, pt.8.
9 For a distinction between PMCs and Private Security Companies, see Faite 

(2004: 3). In general terms, one may say that PMCs are more linked with traditional mil-
itary tasks. Private Security Companies mainly execute typical police activities.

© University of Deusto - ISBN 978-84-9830-475-6



 PRIVATE MILITARY COMPANIES: THE CLASH OF “CIVILIANISATIONS”? 75

prefer other strategies, such as: “withdrawing, suspending opera-
tions and remotely managing their programmes to deal with security 
threats” (IBID.).

Taking into account the significant use of PMCs in conflict and 
post-conflict scenarios as well as their involvement in activities that un-
til recently have been almost exclusively owned by the State, such as 
the interrogation of prisoners of war and combat, one may be led to 
question the existence of some classical paradigms and eventually to 
overcome them. That is the case of the Weberian concept of the state, 
according to which the State holds the “monopoly of the legitimate 
violence”, clearly linked with the Westphalian legacy. Simultaneously, 
the Clausewitzian concept of war (in the 20th and 21st centuries) also 
suffered from a deep evolution. According to Clausewitz: “a violent 
conflict is a social and rational phenomenon (what), that puts states 
(who) in confrontation, through their armed forces (how), for reasons 
of national interest (why) and in order to serve political objectives (for 
what)” (CORREIA, 2002).

The industry of private military companies

The explosion of these types of companies results from the combi-
nation of three main factors: the end of the Cold War; the proliferation 
of neo-liberal concepts, and the emergence of fragile states, from the 
period of decolonisation, especially with regard to African states. By 
the end of the Cold War, the world witnessed a massive demobilisation 
of the armies that had previously been involved in the global cleavage 
resulting in a large number of unemployed former military personnel, 
who were unable to reintegrate into society or who had no other alter-
native life project than to resort to arms and combat. Moreover, there 
has been an unexpected appearance of military arsenals, which are ei-
ther unnecessary or obsolete within the new international context, but 
still can be used in different types of armed conflict scenarios. This situ-
ation resulted in the existence of a vast array of material resources that 
could easily be displaced to other war zones. Nevertheless, the imple-
mentation of neo-liberal concepts, whose icons were the privatisation 
of public sectors and the acceptance of market rules, has determined 
the creation of the economical and legal framework that could sup-
port this new area of activity. Finally, the emergence of states involved 
in several conflicts and fragilities, partly as consequence of decolonisa-
tion, furnished the perfect environment for this new type of activity to 
flourish.
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These powerful companies, usually created in a legal manner,10 
were often accused of violating human rights, yet were able to defend 
themselves by declaring that they were run on the principle of respect 
for the international legal order. Some claim to have developed or even 
signed codes of conduct11 and were able to provide evidence of hav-
ing participated in the processes of the national regulation of the sec-
tor, claming that this is evidence of their good faith. Simultaneously, 
the PMCs use economical reasons for their existence, meaning that in 
case they lose public credibility they will lose clients and, consequently, 
will end up closing down. It is easy to understand the fragility of this 
argument, as it is well known that some contractors prefer the use of 
PMCs due to their low levels of accountability. Some countries are ac-
cused of contracting PMCs to engage in nefarious activities such as the 
interrogation of prisoners, in an attempt to avoid state responsibility, 
with regard to the potential violation of human rights laws, with which 
they are obliged to comply. Due to the enlargement of their activities 
and to the fact that they are coming under a deeper scrutiny, PMCs are 
currently organising themselves in the form of networks and associa-
tions representing their interests.12 As for all these critics, PMCs defend 
themselves, by proposing some measure, such as: strict recruitment cri-
teria; training in Human Rights and Humanitarian Law; disciplinary pro-
cedures for those employees who have breached the law; and, clear 
contracting rules, including the rejection of contracts which may imply 
the practice of illegal activities.

Another relevant question is to observe this phenomenon of 
PMCs, through a different lens, the one of the personnel involved. 

10 There is, however, reference to shadow companies, apparently with some other 
official activity, which hides private military activities, being consequently, their legality 
quite doubtful.

11 For example, the International Peace Operations Association (IPOA), which deals 
with the promotion of private companies, in its code of conduct states the following: 
“In all their operations, signatories will strictly adhere to all relevant international laws 
and protocols in regards to human rights. They will take every practicable measure to 
minimize loss of life and destruction of property. Signatories involved in armed opera-
tions will follow the United Nations International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
and the Geneva Conventions in the propagation of that conflict, and will seek a swift, 
equitable and beneficial conclusion”.

12 E.g. British Association of Private Security Companies (BAPSC), whose members are 
Private Security companies, with their head-office in Great Britain; the Private Security Com-
pany Association of Iraq (PSCAI), composed by private companies which run security oper-
ations in Iraq, having adopted a Charter of Conduct; Association of Swiss Security Serv-
ice Companies (Verband Schweizerischer Sicherheitsdienstleistungsunternehmen (VSSU)), 
which admits swiss companies in charge of security services, mainly in Switzerland.
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What is the exact position and status of those who work for the 
PMCs? Are they merely the ordinary employees of a company? Or are 
they freelancers or indeed, mercenaries? And, once involved in hostili-
ties should they be defined as civilians or combatants? It is common 
knowledge that this type of activity is usually quite well paid. Never-
theless, especially in the case of injury or death, are the social rights 
of these workers properly protected?13 Moreover, there have been re-
ports of cases of individuals recruited in Latin America who claim not 
to have been fully informed about the “job” they were undertaking 
and receiving a ridiculous salary, when compared to other employ-
ees and especially taking into account the high risk involved in their 
activities. The answer to all these questions is far from clear, as it will 
depend on the type of task that each employee executes and on the 
type of company and its procedural rules. Later on, the author will 
come back to this matter.

The clash of ‘civilianisations’

In the words of SINGER (2003:18): “ ...an overall global pattern is 
emerging, one of growing reliance by individuals, corporations, states, 
and international organizations on military services supplied not just 
by public institutions but also by the non-sovereign private market. (...) 
The emergence of a privatized military industry may well represent the 
new business face of warfare.” These and other changes are so deep 
and have considerable consequences, both on a practical and con-
ceptual level, that it has already been dubbed the “Revolution in Mili-
tary Affairs”. This theory is related to the future of warfare and is often 
connected with major changes, such as the following: technological 
change (such as information or weapons); military organisation (with 
regard to the privatization of military structures); the conceptual frame-
work (abandoning of the idea of a bi-polar world, in which states fight 
against other states) and doctrinarian pillars (related to the philosophy 
of war).14

The privatisation of military violence, that is, the growing presence 
of civilians within armed conflicts, both as contractors and as the con-
tracted, has led to the development of the term “civilianisation”, with 

13 In the public domain are the cases of PMCs employees kidnapped in Colombia 
and reported cases of brutal deaths of Blackwater employees, in Iraq.

14 For more information on the “Revolution in Military Affairs”, see http://www.
comw.org/rma/.
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an obvious reference to Samuel Huntington’s “clash of civilizations”, 
by introducing the designation the clash of civilianisation. It is the au-
thor’s intention to draw attention to the question of a re-configuration 
of matters concerning armed conflict. To a certain extent, this recon-
figuration is opening up the way to unpredicted forms of privatisation, 
that is, civilianisation, which will have repercussions and will raise new 
matters of legitimacy, transparency and accountability. With the expres-
sion “clash of civilianisations”, the author is, therefore, introducing an 
opinion, according to which, that reconfiguration will not be pacific or 
consensual.

With reference to Huntington’s paradigm, a further question arises: 
why should civilianisations clash? In keeping with the present status 
quo, any such clash would be due to three main reasons: first, the ex-
ponential growth of the use of civilians, within war scenarios, espe-
cially when carrying out these activities that have been associated with 
the military, has been too sudden and some of the PMCs and person-
nel finding their place within this new arena. Roles are really not clearly 
defined and that brings further confusion. If we add the fact that con-
flict or post-conflict contexts are per se already quite complex and 
tense, it is to be expected that new unidentified actors will only exac-
erbate the problem further. If the same PMC is responsible for train-
ing military personnel and at the same time for delivering humanitarian 
aid, that will certainly raise doubts among the local population. Sec-
ondly, some types of tasks the PMCs may undertake, such as interroga-
tions and combat, are closely linked with extreme human rights situa-
tions. In contexts such as prisons and field battles, PMC personnel will 
have to manage very delicate issues, involving aspects of Human Rights 
Law and International Humanitarian Law. It is not clear that the PMC 
personnel receive training and are aware of these legal frameworks. 
Added to this is the fact that their legitimacy is often challenged, so 
that one can only expect an exacerbation of mistrust and further con-
flict. Third, PMC activities are not comprehensive and widely regu-
lated yet. This kind of vacuum creates a situation in which many PMCs 
are operating in a kind of “madmax” environment, where transpar-
ency and accountability are just empty words. The disturbing question 
now is the following: is it possible to avoid that clash? Throughout this 
chapter, the author will try to gather together a variety of possible solu-
tions in order to avoid that clash.
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The Legal framework

The States

The current international legal framework furnishes some tools and 
principles that allow the analysis of this problematic, from a juridical 
point of view. International Humanitarian Law (IHL), as well as Inter-
national Human Rights Law (IHRL) are applicable to PMCs15, in armed 
conflicts. Although there may be some gaps, one first conclusion is ob-
vious, in the light of the principle of good faith present within Inter-
national Public Law: States cannot be released from their obligations 
by using PMCs. For example, a State cannot be exempt from the pro-
hibition of the use of force against another state (article 2(4), Charter 
of the United Nations), through the hiring of a PMC, whose person-
nel would carry out the functions of a private army. According to DE 
FEYTER & GOMEZ ISA (2005:3): clearly, the State cannot absolve itself 
of its human rights obligations by delegating service delivery to private 
actors. The State remains responsible under human rights treaties even 
if the relevant service has been privatised. Privatisation does not affect 
the legal responsibility of the State under international Human Rights 
Law. Moreover, these authors recommend that: the State will only be 
able to provide protection, if it develops instruments for overseeing the 
human rights impact of service delivery by the private actor, and for 
stepping in when human rights are abused. The need to develop such 
new instruments is a direct consequence of the decision to privatise 
(2005:3).

The other obvious conclusion is related to the obligation for states 
to respect IHL (Article1, common to all Geneva Conventions) and Hu-
man Rights. This statement is applicable to the contracting state, to 
territorial States and to home states. According to the Montreaux Doc-
ument, referred to later in this chapter, contracting states are those 
who contract PMCs to perform certain activities (Section A(1)), territo-
rial states are the ones in whose territory PMCs operate (Section B(9)). 
Finally, home states are the ones where the PMCs are registered and 
have their head-office. This way, all vertices are covered under that le-
gal framework. Contracting states are obliged to ensure that those 
PMCs contracted by them do not commit IHL or IHRL violations, and 
in case such violations take place, those states may be held responsible 
for any violations that are committed. Simultaneously, they are obliged 

15 For a more detailed analysis, see DROEGE, Cordula (2006).
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to investigate and eventually try the alleged committed acts. This gen-
eral principle of state responsibility has been reaffirmed by the text 
“Responsibility of States for Internationally Wrongful Acts”, 200116 and 
most recently in the Montreux Document, according to which “Con-
tracting States retain their obligations under international law, even if 
they contract PMCs to perform certain activities” (Section A-1). Territo-
rial states are also obliged by that principle and others17, but the real-
ity is that quite often these states are quite fragile, having weak institu-
tional and judiciary systems and, therefore, being incapable of fulfilling 
any of these obligations. Actually, it often happens that these fragile 
states confer immunity to PMCs and their employees. Eventually, the 
home states may be the ones in a better position to regulate PMC ac-
tivities, as these will have to comply with the state rules. Home states 
may create regulations which oblige PMC activities to be respectful of 
IHL and HRL, namely: the prohibition of certain activities; the training 
of personnel in IHL and HRL; the creation of an internal disciplinary; 
and, procedural code and the application of sanctions in case of viola-
tion. However, it is expected that the PMCs may consider excessive reg-
ulation as not being very attractive and so that they will move to an-
other country.

According to DE FEYTER & GOMEZ ISA:

Taking into account this idea of the state as the ultimate entity 
vested with human rights obligations, it is obvious that the state has 
the duty to impose limits and conditions on privatisation. This duty 
leads us to the need to take a human rights approach to privatisa-
tion; human rights concerns must be present in every process of pri-
vatisation since the very beginning. There are two aspects in which 
the state can take part; first of all, the decision to privatise a given 
service that affects human rights obligations and, second, the func-
tioning of the service once it has been privatised (2005: 18).

The personnel

At this point, it is important to write a few words about the sta-
tus18 of those individuals who have been contracted; some authors and 

16 See arts. 7 e 8.
17 See article 49, First Geneva Convention (GC), art. 50 II CG, Art. 129, III CG, 

art. 146 IV CG and Art. 85 of First Aditional Protocol.
18 For further developments, see ABRISKETA (2007).
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human rights groups defend that these persons are the new mercenar-
ies19, while others defend that they are a different kind of individual 
from the traditional mercenary, and are effectively de facto employees, 
as the definition of a mercenary is too rigid and actually these people 
are linked to a company, in almost everything not unlike other com-
mercial enterprises. What is clear, however, is that there is no consen-
sus on their status, especially in practical terms. In 1977, article 47(1) 
of the I Additional Protocol to the Geneva Conventions, it is explicitly 
stated that: “a mercenary shall not have the right to be a combatant 
or a prisoner of war”, adding in section 2 a quite complex definition of 
mercenary, which ended up having to be slightly changed by the Inter-
national Convention against the Recruitment, Use, Financing and Train-
ing of Mercenaries, in 1989. This Convention keeps the spirit of the 
above mentioned Protocol, but extending (article 1 (2-a)i) the concept 
of mercenary to that person who: “(a) Is specially recruited locally or 
abroad for the purpose of participating in a concerted act of violence 
aimed at i) Overthrowing a Government or otherwise undermining the 
constitutional order of a State”. Moreover, this Convention enshrines 
the following: “who recruits, uses, finances or trains mercenaries, as 
defined in article 1 of the present Convention, commits an offence for 
the purposes of the Convention”. This is an attempt to hold both sides 
responsible, contractors and contracted. The United Nations is closely 
following this question of the private military companies and mercenar-
ies, having a Working Group on the use of mercenaries as a means of 
impeding the exercise of the right of peoples to self-determination.

According to International Law and following Gillard (2006), one 
may identify four possible ways of classifying PMC personnel: merce-
naries; members of the armed forces of a country; civilians accompany-
ing armed forces; or, simply civilians. Firstly, following a strict applica-
tion of the legal definition of the term mercenary, only a small minority 
of PMC contracted persons, could be classified as mercenaries but, in 
that case, the regime of mercenaries would be applicable.20 Like the 
civilians, mercenaries have no right to participate directly in combat 
and, if captured, they are not entitled to the status of prisoner of war; 
instead, they are protected by the fourth Geneva Convention. Sec-
ondly, in case they are considered as members of the armed forces of 

19 According to ABRISKETA (2007:12): “The activity of military security companies is 
a form of mercenarism adapted to new armed conflicts. The time has come to adapt in-
ternational law to this new situation”.

20 For a more detailed analysis, see FALLAH, Katherine (2006).
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a country,21 they hold the status of combatants, being then legitimate 
targets and subject to attack. But, on the other hand, they may invoke 
the status of prisoners of war, in the case of being captured. Thirdly, 
if they are considered as persons who accompany the armed forces, 
(third Geneva Convention, article 4(4)), despite not being combatants, 
they still may invoke the status of prisoners of war. Fourthly, taking into 
consideration the above qualification and the characteristics of the ma-
jority of PMC activities, the conclusion will be that the vast majority 
of PMC employees should be qualified as civilians. If they are hired by 
non-state entities,22 they are civilians. Being so, they should not be sub-
ject to attack, unless they take direct part in the hostilities and, in this 
case, they lose the status of civilians. Yet, regardless of whichever sta-
tus is attributed to them, when in warfare, they come under the rules 
of IHL and are individually responsible, under emerging international 
criminal law. The responsibility of individual international criminals is 
a recent development within International Law. According to classical 
theory, (GONCALVES PEREIRA, 2000: 382, 386), the individual is not 
considered as a subject of common international law. As a result, indi-
vidual international criminal responsibility of PMC personnel would be 
impossible under that theory. Accordingly, international crimes com-
mitted by individuals would be punished by states, a solution is inher-
ent within the traditional Westphalian conception. However, there has 
been a metamorphosis which has led to the responsibility of individual 
international criminals. This responsibility is applicable to those perpe-
trators responsible for acts that the international community considers 
as international crimes. This tendency can be recognised in the creation 
of several ad-hoc International Tribunals and especially with the con-
stitution of the International Criminal Court. Still, it is foreseeable that 
there may be some serious difficulties in bringing PMC employees un-
der the jurisdiction of the ICC, in the medium term.

At the national level — a brief comparative analysis

States and PMCs have the responsibility of turning this sector into 
a respected and credible one. “Human Rights protection in the con-

21 FALLAH, Katherine furnishes some identifying indicators, namely, the existence 
of national legislation enshrining the use of PMCs employees as members of the state 
armed forces, the submission to a military disciplinary code, chain of command and hi-
erarchy, and also the type of uniform used.

22 On the responsibility of non-state actors, see CLAPHAM, Andrew (2006).
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text of privatisation cannot depend on international law alone” (DE 
FEYTER & GOMEZ ISA, 2005:6). However, not many home states have 
adopted national legislation concerning the activity of PMCs abroad, 
South Africa and the USA being noted exceptions. South Africa has es-
tablished a legal framework applicable to South-African PMCs operat-
ing abroad, in the Regulation of Foreign Military Assistance Act, 1998. 
Alerted to the preoccupying proliferation of mercenary activities in Af-
rica, that country proposed, in the 2006, Prohibition of Mercenary Ac-
tivities and Prohibition and Regulation of Certain Activities in Countries 
of Armed Conflict Bill. The USA has several legislative initiatives con-
cerning this matter, like the Military Extraterritorial Jurisdiction Act of 
2000, the Department of Defense Instruction number 3020.41, Octo-
ber 3, 2005, Contractor Personnel Authorized to Accompany the U.S. 
Armed Forces, and official documents that are related to this issue.23 
Great Britain has elaborated the Green Paper on Private Military Com-
panies: Options for Regulation, 2002.

Other home countries also adopted specific regulations concern-
ing the PMCs that operate in their own territory. Such as the case in 
Iraq where, in 2004, some activities of PMCs were regulated, includ-
ing their registration through the Coalition Provisional Authority Order 
Number 17 (revised), Certain Missions and Personnel in Iraq, and Regis-
tration Requirements for Private Security Companies, June 2004. Sierra 
Leone had already made an attempt to regulate the activities of PMCs, 
interestingly, through the National Security and Central Intelligence 
Act, 2002, according to which the functioning of PMCs depended on 
an authorisation from the National Security Office, (art. 19). In Kosovo, 
the UN Transitional Administration preferred to regulate these activities 
with some detail, through the Unmik/Reg/2000/33, On the Licensing 
Of Security Services Providers In Kosovo And The Regulation Of Their 
Employees, May 2000. This document which envisages: the regulation 
of registration; the use of weapons; contractual clauses; limits; respon-
sibilities; and, sanctions, is of particular importance, it comes from the 
United Nations and it may quite well indicate the position that the UN 
will take in the future, in general terms. Article 5 states that: “the pri-
mary role of the international security guard is deterrence; no license 
holder, security guard or other employee of a license holder may con-
duct investigations into criminal matters or conduct law enforcement 
functions. A license holder shall be responsible for the actions of 

23 ex. Report on the Actions Still Needed to Improve the Use of Private Security Pro-
viders in Iraq. US Government Accountability Office (GOA).
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himself and his employees, including security guards, while con-
ducting business as a provider of security services.” (highlighted 
by the author).

In Bosnia-Herzegovina, there has been a different approach; the 
elaboration of a code of conduct, regulating the activities of Private Se-
curity Companies, approved in September 2006. This code is the result 
of the efforts of several donors and includes basic rules on the regula-
tion of the sector, namely: recruitment; training; labour law; relations 
between those companies and their employees with clients; regular 
armed forces; and, other security companies.

The position of the international community

Academics and the press have been paying particular attention to 
this PMC phenomenon, which has been associated with the privatisa-
tion of violence. Yet, the lengthy way in which the international com-
munity has been reacting to this problem demostrates its complexity. 
However, under an initiative of the Swiss Federal Department of For-
eign Affairs, together with the International Committee of the Red 
Cross, there have been a series of meetings which have set out to cre-
ate an intergovernmental think-tank, which will hopefully provide a 
platform for the implementation of measures aimed at correcting the 
status quo. In January 2006, there has been a workshop, in Zurich, un-
der the theme “private military / security companies (PMCs/PSCs) oper-
ating in conflict areas”, which counted on the presence of some gov-
ernmental representatives,24 as well as PMC delegates and the ICRC. 
In November 2006, there was another workshop and this subject has 
been included in the agenda of the International Conference of the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent, in November 2007. In October 2008, 17 
states25 agreed on rules of good practice relating to private military 
and security companies operating in armed conflict, contained in the 
“Montreux Document”.26 This was the result of the above mentioned 
initiative launched in 2006. This document, despite not being legally 
binding, calls for the responsibility of States, PMCs and their personnel, 

24 Austria, Canada, France, Germany, South Africa, Switzerland, Ukraine, USA and 
Great Britain.

25 Afghanistan, Angola, Australia, Austria, Canada, China, France, Germany, Iraq, 
Poland, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland, Ukraine and the United States of America.

26 V. A/63/467-S/2008/636.
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which is exactly the strategy that the author defends and calls of “octo-
pus strategy”, that is, a strategy spread and directed to several ramifi-
cations (States, PMCs and personnel), headed and ultimately linked by 
common rules and principles.

Apart from this initiative, being a matter which still causes quite 
a lot of discomfort, other official initiatives are timid or non-existent. 
The above mentioned UN working group remains the centre for moni-
torisation on a global level. However, it should be noticed that in 2000 
the UN Secretary-General had emphasised the seriousness of this mat-
ter in the report submitted to the UN at the Millennium Summit, ‘We 
the Peoples: The Role of the United Nations in the 21st Century,’27 in 
which it was stated that: “Consideration should also be given to an 
international convention regulating the actions of private and corpo-
rate security firms, which we see involved in internal wars in growing 
numbers.”

Conclusion

The activities of PMCs are in the ascent and are gradually becom-
ing more intense and complex, in warfare and post-conflict contexts. 
Even when hired for security activities, there is quite a tenuous line that 
separates their personnel from an eventual direct participation in com-
bat, in case the person or the assets they are protecting are attacked. 
It should be especially noted that the qualification of PMC personnel 
is far from being consensual, under International Law. Still, there are 
provisions within IHL and IHRL which all parties involved (States, PMCs 
and personnel) will be under an obligation to respect. Despite even-
tual weaknesses of those legal frameworks, these cannot be allowed to 
develop into “Mad Max” scenarios. Naturally, the ideal solution is the 
adoption of an international Convention or Treaty regulating PMC ac-
tivities, especially in conflict or post-conflict situations. Until then, there 
must be a widespread knowledge that States, PMCs and personnel are 
definitely subject to IHL and IHRL.

Consequently, the author defends the move towards increasing a 
greater responsibility of all the actors involved. Contracting states have 
the obvious responsibility inherent in the fact of having hired some-
one and this contract cannot function as an exemption of the state’s 
own obligation, the state having the responsibility to survey the PMCs’ 

27 (A/54/2000), pt. 212.
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activities. The territorial state also has obligations, namely by enhanc-
ing legislative measures ruling the presence of a PMC presence in 
their territory. Unfortunately, it is predictable that territorial states may 
not comply with some of these obligations, as they are probably con-
fronted with institutional and judiciary fragilities. Home states have the 
important role of controlling PMC activities by making their constitu-
ency dependent on the insertion of HR and IHL clauses in their statutes. 
In their turn, PMCs are always subject to HRL and any violations would 
involve the payment of compensation. Although this measure may not 
appear as the best solution taking into account the eventual serious-
ness of the crimes committed, the truth is that it does directly affect 
the well-being of the company, that is making a profit, and, indirectly, 
it may have a negative impact on the company’s credibility and in the 
long term diminish the profits. Civil liability may work as dissuasion. Fi-
nally, personnel employed in the PMC are individually responsible for 
any criminal acts they may have committed.

Recognising the difficulty of adopting an international legally bind-
ing document, in the short term, the author defends that a committed 
national, and eventually regional, regulation may play a very important 
role in the safeguarding of Human Rights, as well as in the clarification 
of the world of the PMCs. Despite understanding the opinion of those 
who defend that regulation is ultimately a legitimation of PMC activi-
ties, the truth is that they are definitely out there. Being so, it is more 
realistic to try to moderate their operations than to declare the prohi-
bition of their existence and to ban them from the face of the earth, 
as that simply will not happen. So, answering the question posed ear-
lier in this paper: is it possible to avoid a clash of civilianisations? The 
author answers in the affirmative but defends that some strong ef-
forts and measures will have to take place and it is time that the inter-
national community and all actors involved took this matter seriously. 
Otherwise, there will certainly be many clashes in the future.
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Security in the Twilight?1 
Private Security Companies in Durban, South Africa

Tessa Diphoorn
University of Utrecht, The Netherlands

Preamble

November 25th, 2008

It has been a long day, no real positives, but an exhausting day nev-
ertheless. The heat of the midday sun has started to take its toll on us 
and our usual lively conversations have minimized to sporadic comments 
with deep silences in-between. Just as we think that it’s almost time to 
end our shift, we receive a call out: an alarm has gone off close by. Keith 
steps on the gas to rush off to the site, only to hear a few seconds later 
that Andre has already attended; it was a false alarm. We turn around 
and slowly drive back from Durban North towards Morningside.2

Just as we come off the bridge, I see a white male standing on the 
side of the road, shouting aggressively and waving his arms at us to 
stop. We’re both caught off guard and Keith breaks sharply in order to 
stop next to him.

“Open your window, let’s see what this guy wants”, Keith instructs 
me. The male is panicking and screaming at us, chaotically telling us 
that a woman has just been robbed and that the suspects are in a vehi-
cle not far from here. It’s hard to decipher what he’s saying, he’s talking 
so quickly, but what is clear is that he has the registration details of the 
license plate written on the palm of his hand.

“Get in the back, come on”, Keith tells the man. I know this is 
against the rules: armed response officers aren’t allowed to take 

1 I recently returned from my main fieldwork period. The ideas presented in this pa-
per are therefore preliminary, exploratory and under construction. The title is therefore 
framed as a question, rather than as a statement.

2 The names in this extract are pseudonyms.
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other people in their vehicles, especially non-clients. I look at Keith, 
trying to make eye contact in order to understand why he’s doing 
this, but he doesn’t look back at me, he just slams on the pedal and 
races off. The man continues to panic and scream, “Oh my God, I just 
had them. The fucking assholes, I almost had them!”

As we start slowing down because of a traffic light nearby, the man 
points to a car on the other side of the road, “It’s them, that’s the car. 
You see, those two coloured guys and that fucking kaffir, that’s them. 
Fucking go after them!” Keith makes an extremely abrupt u-turn and 
chases after the vehicle. The suspects in the car have seen that the man 
is in the car with us and they seem to know that we’re chasing them, 
they keep driving faster. The vehicle is now in front of us, with two cars 
in-between. We’re back on the bridge, but Keith can’t seem to get 
right behind the car, the cars in front of us are not allowing us to over-
take them. The man is continuously screaming at Keith, “Fucking hell, 
can’t you just pass this car? Fucking coolie, drive faster, fucking drive 
faster! Get these assholes! Put on your sirens, get them!” We come 
closer to a traffic light and we see the vehicle has gone through it. 
We’re forced to stop at the traffic lights and realize it’s an intersection: 
the car could have headed in any direction, we’ve lost them. “Fuck! I 
can’t believe they just left! We should have driven faster, you should 
have hooted at that car in front of you… Fuck, fuck…” and so he con-
tinues for a while longer, screaming at Keith and blaming him that the 
vehicle got away.

We drive around the area for a little while longer, taking different 
passage ways to see where the car could have headed, but we’ve lost 
them. The man is still screaming and swearing at Keith, at himself, and 
the suspects in the vehicle. I’m starting to get extremely irritated by this 
man and I’m finding it very difficult to restrain myself from shouting at 
him. I try to make eye-contact with Keith, but he doesn’t look my way. 
He’s extremely calm, just focusing on the road. When the man finally 
calms down a little bit, Keith finally asks, “So what exactly happened?” 
And then the story comes out.

The man was working in his office when he heard a woman 
scream. He and a friend went outside to see what was going on. A 
woman told them that while she was walking down the road, a black 
man pointed a gun to her head, grabbed her handbag, ran to the other 
side of the road, stepped into a vehicle where two other guys were sit-
ting in, and drove off. Out of anger and frustration, he and his friend 
decided to chase after the vehicle, but they lost it half way. They drove 
to the ENGEN garage, because they have often seen police vans parked 
off there, but when they got there, there was no police van. His friend 
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decided to phone the police while he went to the side of the road, in 
the hope that a police van would pass by. And then he saw us.

Only at the end of his story does the man realize I’m sitting in the 
car and asks rudely, “Who the fuck are you?”. I explain to him that I’m 
doing research, but I keep it brief. I’m annoyed with his attitude and I 
don’t feel like explaining myself. I ask him why he stopped Keith, he 
answers, “Well, that’s what they’re here for, to catch criminals. I mean, 
you guys got a gun, you can do more than I can, you know?”

Keith offers to drop the man off at his work, the place where the 
robbery took place. When we get there, several people are stand-
ing outside discussing what just happened. The man starts explaining 
to the group of people what happened and that he chased the vehi-
cle. Everybody, including Keith, is telling him that he shouldn’t do stuff 
like this again, chasing after suspects. “You shouldn’t be chasing guys 
like this, they could have had a gun, what would you have done?” The 
man replies, “Man, so many of my friends have been robbed and shot, 
I’m sick of this shit, I really am. I can’t just sit around and do nothing 
anymore, I just can’t…” We find out that the woman who was robbed 
is sitting inside and that the police are on their way. We also hear that 
the vehicle in question is being searched for by three different po-
lice stations. At a certain point, we realize that our job is done and we 
leave.

When we get back in the car, Keith finally looks at me and smiles. 
He starts laughing.

T: What is it? What’s so funny?
K: You know that guy, I know him. I’ve had to take him out of a 

bar about three times because he was drunk and getting into a fight.
T: Really? Where?
K: Thunderroad, that place on Florida Road. He got all racist and 

aggressive on me, calling me a coolie, refusing to leave, that kinda 
shit. And now he doesn’t even fucking recognize me. And now here 
I am helping the racist drunk out. (Starts chuckling).

(silence)
K: You okay Tess?
T: Yeah, I was just a bit irritated. He was rude. I know he was up-

set, but he had no right to scream at you like that. And you were so 
calm, I almost flipped out at him.

K: You see Tess, that’s how it goes. I have to put up with his stu-
pid shit. If I get aggressive at him, he’s gonna phone the head office 
and I’m gonna have to explain myself. And I’m gonna give the com-
pany a bad name. Like I’ve said before, the client is always right. We 
deal with this everyday, you’ve seen how people treat us like shit, like 
we’re stupid dogs that are trained to protect them... It comes with 
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the job. It’s the nasty part of this job. Now you see, if we would have 
got that vehicle, now that would have been nice. Then people real-
ize we actually do do something, you see? That we don’t just spend 
our time driving around, being useless all day... that we actually do 
have a purpose… Ah! Next time man, next time. One day we’ll show 
them…

Introduction

This extract from my field notes is a fine example of the type of ex-
periences that formed the majority of my ethnographic fieldwork con-
ducted between July 2008 and May 2009 in Durban, South Africa. 
This empirical snapshot comprises several analytical perspectives that 
characterize the nature of the work of my main research population, 
namely armed response officers (AROs), a specific category of private 
security officers that perform the groundwork of the largest growing 
sector of the private security industry in South Africa.

The private security industry, encompassing all of its diverse actors 
and services, is a massive and booming industry. This is especially the 
case in South Africa, which is described as: “The absolute ‘champion’ 
in the security industry” (DE WAARD 1999: 169). Any person enter-
ing South Africa is immediately exposed to this fact; security guards are 
present at every form of commercial centre, logos of various companies 
are displayed on houses, and ‘car guards’ at every corner. In violent 
contexts, which statistics show South Africa unquestionably is, private 
security companies are leading actors in providing security for citizens. 
But who are these people? Who are these men that roam around in 
residential areas on bicycle or patrol the streets at night with bullet-
proof vests on and firearms at their disposal? What impact does their 
vast quantity have on security practices, discourses of violence, percep-
tions of crime, the wide-ranging maintenance of social order, the ‘legit-
imate’ use of force, and societal relations in general?

All these questions came to mind during my orientation fieldwork 
in late 2007. It became apparent that an empirical gap existed when 
in-depth answers to these questions were not readily available. The rel-
evance of this topic became even more evident when the ‘scandals’ of 
private security companies in Iraq, such as Blackwater, occupied the 
headlines of newspapers. Many debates concerning the legitimacy, le-
gality and regulation of such companies have taken place since then. 
Although companies such as Blackwater differ from the type of com-
panies that take the focus in my research, there is a unifying element, 
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namely the role of the state, perhaps more suitably expressed as the 
demise of the role of the state. A crucial paradigm on private secu-
rity argues that private security companies emerge and grow due to 
the state’s failure to provide security for its citizens. This ‘governance 
void’ on behalf of the state provides space for other (non-state) actors 
to emerge that do meet citizens’ demands for the provision of security 
‘services’. The various manifestations of such non-state actors is exten-
sive, ranging from death squads to neighbourhood associations and re-
search conducted throughout various parts of the world shows that lo-
cal contexts determine the type of actors that emerge.

Despite this variety, non-state actors are increasingly taking over 
state responsibilities, particularly with regards to the provision of secu-
rity. They are challenging the state’s monopoly over the supply of se-
curity, and very often the state’s actual monopoly over the use of vio-
lence, as the two often go hand in hand. The maintenance of order 
and stability, i.e. policing, does not solely lie in the hands of the state 
(or the public police force), but rather in the hands of various other ac-
tors, such as Keith, the security officer depicted in this case-study.

However, non-state policing has always existed. Another prominent 
line of thinking in the field of private policing argues that security and 
policing have always been performed by various actors, not just the 
state. Authors such as SHEARING (2006) argue that we need to move 
away from a ‘state-centered view’ as the sole provider of security. In 
fact, SOUTH (1988) argues that the role of the state hasn’t demised, 
but that it has changed; it has expanded by including other actors. Citi-
zens simply face more options in the contemporary situation (BUUR & 
JENSON 2004) and security and policing are increasingly transforming 
into commodities (CRAWFORD 2006). Although this research concurs 
that non-state policing has always existed (in various different manifes-
tations), the last few decades have witnessed a major expansion of this 
sector.

One of the fundamental implications of this growth is the disin-
tegration of the dichotomy of state versus non-state, or public versus 
private. As non-state actors increasingly assume state-like responsibili-
ties and incorporate state-like characteristics, this point of demarcation 
becomes less visible. Concepts such as quasi-state, hybrid places and 
twilight institutions analyze and clarify the repercussions and develop-
ments of this increasing blurriness. Furthermore, non-state policing is 
heavily criticized for maintaining and exacerbating class differences; the 
affluent protected by ‘regulated’ forms of security and the poor left at 
the mercy of more informal, illegal actors, thereby strengthening exist-
ing inequalities, social divisions, and the social boundaries of ‘insiders’ 
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and ‘outsiders’. The South African context additionally raises concerns 
as to whether or not racially defined categories originating from the 
apartheid era are maintained by non-state security practices that are in-
grained in the processes of ‘othering’ and exclusion.

This research analyzes these various questions and focuses on the 
inter-relatedness of (in)security, policing and violence, and how this in-
fluences societal relations in post-apartheid urban South Africa. Fur-
thermore, it analyses how private security companies are related to 
other actors (such as the public police, community organizations, and 
consumers), how private security companies play a role in creating or 
maintaining particular societal relations (such as class and race), and 
how these companies are affecting discourses, perceptions, and the 
nature of violence, (in)security, and fear in the context of democratisa-
tion. This research uses armed response officers as a specific research 
population to function as a ‘looking glass’ in order to explain and inter-
link these larger ideas and processes.

Due to recently returning from the field, this entire paper is an ex-
ploration; it presents some preliminary ideas and questions that de-
mand further analysis. This paper will first present a brief discussion 
about state failure and governance voids. Secondly, a contextual sec-
tion will follow, providing a short summary of the private security in-
dustry and private security officers in South Africa. This is followed by a 
discussion on the concept of ‘policing’ and several implications of the 
rise of the private security sector. This paper will end with some con-
cluding remarks and questions.

State failure and governance voids

Throughout the recent decades, the traditional role of the state 
has been put to the test. Domestically, mounting criticism has been ad-
dressed at the state’s failure to maintain its part of the ‘social contract’ 
between state and society, thereby questioning notions of state sover-
eignty and legitimacy. These criticisms are particularly addressed at citi-
zen security. Growing levels and diversifying forms of violence, com-
bined with intensified feelings of fear, particularly in urban areas, are 
undermining the role of the state in providing security for its citizens. 
The (perceived) failure of the state to control such increasing rates of 
violence within its national frontier is generally clarified by the emer-
gence of power vacuums that are filled by non-state actors, understood 
here as actors that are not a part of the state apparatus (KOONONGS & 
KRUIJT 2004, MOSER & MCLLWAINE 2004, ROTKER 2002, PEREIRA & 
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DAVIS 2006). This explanation is particularly used for states enduring or 
recovering from political transitions, especially those moving away from 
authoritarian regimes to democratic ones.

Democratisation processes often result in a weak central authority 
where political parties are fragile and democratic institutions fail to gain 
public support and trust (MANSFIEL & SNYDER 2001). Although demo-
cratic regimes are regarded as being more peaceful, experience shows 
that democratisation processes contain fault lines where spaces of con-
frontation and contestation are found, clarifying why political transi-
tions are portrayed as “dangerous hours” (SCHEPER-HUGHES 1997: 
491). The state’s incapacity to manage tensions and conflicts that arise 
from such fault lines provides space for new forms of violence to thrive 
and dictate daily routine.

In environments where such new violence is widespread and con-
solidated within these so-called ‘fault lines’, the state’s failure to estab-
lish legitimacy and assert authority creates power vacuums where other 
actors challenge the state, resulting in power struggles within fragile 
splinters of the state. Although some actors challenge the state directly 
to gain state control, this idea is better linked to the concept of a ‘frag-
ile state’, a term used to characterise states such as Afghanistan and 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). However, the concept of 
new violence, violence that is depoliticised, involves actors that are not 
specifically aimed at state conquest, but occupied with “the interstices 
of the fragile and fragmented formal legal, institutional and political or-
der” (KOONINGS & KRUIJIT 2004: 8) of a state.

One of the common fractures of the state during a political tran-
sition is state policing conducted by the coercive arm of the state, 
the public police. The general theoretical paradigm emphasises 
state failure or state weakness and the surfacing of ‘brown areas’ 
(O’DONNELL1993: 1360) or ‘governance voids’. Governance voids are 
conceptualised as “spaces or domains in which the legitimate state is 
effectively absent in the face of armed actors that abide by the rule of 
force” (KOONINGS & KRUIJT 2004: 2). The general argument is that 
state failure, especially on behalf of the public police, to implement the 
rule of law and claim legitimate authority over communities provides a 
space for non-state (often informal and/or illegal) institutions to flour-
ish and assert authority. These non-state actors that exert violence, or 
are able to do so, are seen as “power-challengers” (OSAGHAE 2004: 
23) to the state’s monopoly of the use of violence and the aptitude of 
the state to address violence performed by such non-state actors.

These power-challengers are often amalgamated under various 
headings, such as ‘informal policing’ or ‘private policing’. Although this 
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paper recognises that policing has always been conducted by various 
actors (and thus not only by the public police), non-state policing has 
mushroomed and diversified throughout the recent decades. This diver-
sity of policing actors, both internationally and locally, has generated 
new perceptions and practices of violence, (in)security, and fear.

This line of thinking is especially used for societies labelled as hav-
ing a ‘culture of violence’ or a ‘culture of crime’. It is argued that in 
societies with a prolonged period of violence, violence has deeply 
penetrated within the social fabric of communities whereby social sys-
tems are created and sustained with norms, discourses and structural 
forces that allow, facilitate or perhaps even encourage the use of vio-
lence, thereby making violence seem normal, tolerated or acceptable 
(MOSER & MCLLWAINE 2004, SCHEPER-HUGHES 1997, STEENKAMP 
2005). These labels are repeatedly used to describe the South African 
context, a country known for its violent past and violent present: cur-
rent statistics show that there are at least fifty murders a day and soar-
ing rates of robbery and sexual violence (ALTBEKER 2007, BEINART 
2001, STEINBERG 2001).

The concept of a ‘culture of violence’ is frequently accompanied 
with notions of a ‘culture of fear’, or more precisely, a ‘culture of se-
curity’, that prevails within the daily lives of inhabitants, particularly in 
large urban areas marked by inequality and social exclusion. Citizens 
evoke new solutions and new ‘practices of security’ (ROTKER 2002), in 
both individual and collective forms, to defend themselves against vi-
olence and the ‘dangerous other’. This ranges from street gangs that 
emerge to protect a particular neighbourhood against other gangs, or 
private security companies that citizens employ to safeguard their lives 
and property. When conducted on a large scale, policing is thus per-
formed by a variety of actors, rather than solely by the public police.

The private security industry in South Africa

There is extensive ethnographic data on various forms of non-state ac-
tors engaged in policing, such as gangs (RODGERS 2006, GLASER 2000, 
KINNES 2002, SAVENIJE 2009) and vigilantism (PRATTEN & SEN (eds.) 
2007, BUUR 2006, MINNAAR 2004, HARRIS 2003) Yet, similar types of 
ethnographic research amongst private security companies is extremely 
limited. In Europe and North America, private security companies3 are 

3 I am not referring to private military companies here.

© University of Deusto - ISBN 978-84-9830-475-6



 SECURITY IN THE TWILIGHT? PRIVATE SECURITY COMPANIES IN DURBAN... 99

generally seen as legitimate, regulated and accountable entities that 
serve the interests of citizens and operate under the supervision of 
states. Whilst, in Latin America and Africa, private security companies 
are not perceived to be serious threats towards state stability and de-
mocratisation, especially when compared with other (more violent) ac-
tors. Although this distinction is legitimate and justified, my research 
shows that the rise of private security companies in South Africa has 
serious implications that should not be underestimated. However, be-
fore delving into that, a brief introduction of the private security indus-
try in South Africa is needed.

There are many typologies of the private security industry and its 
various actors. For this paper, the most common categorization is em-
ployed which consists of two main actors: private military compa-
nies (PMCs)4 and private security companies (PSCs) (FOALENG 2007, 
GUMEDZE 2007, SMALL 2006, SINGER 2003, SCHREIER & CAPARANI 
2005). PMCs provide military services that are purposely aimed at in-
fluencing a particular armed conflict or violence, therefore often de-
scribed as “a direct protagonist in conflict” (FOALENG 2007: 44) and 
referred to as ‘corporate warriors’ (SINGER 2003). Private security com-
panies are companies that: “provide protection services for individuals 
and property and are used by extractive national or multinational com-
panies, humanitarian organisations and individuals, mainly in situations 
of armed conflict, violence or instability” (FOALENG 2007: 43).5 Private 
security companies, although often transnational, are primarily con-
cerned with internal security and therefore focus more on police-like 
activities, such as guarding, access control and surveillance.

When looking at the percentage of GDP, South Africa has the 
largest private security sector worldwide (ABRAHAMSEN & WIL-
LIAMS 2007). The latest report6 states that there are 6,470 private 
security businesses operating in South Africa.7 In terms of value, 
MINNAAR (2007) states that the industry was valued at R1,2 billion 
in 1990, R6 billion in 1997, and R30 billion in 2007 for annual turn-

4 Other terms also used are privatized military firms (PMFs), mercenaries and ‘sol-
diers of fortune’.

5 This research analyses private security companies in Durban, South Africa.
6 These figures come from PSIRA’s Annual Report of 2006-2007. PSIRA is the Private 

Security Industry Regulatory Authority; a body created to maintain the regulations of the 
Private Security Industry Regulatory Act (no 56 of 2001). The statistics provided by PSIRA 
include businesses and individuals that are registered. We must therefore keep in mind 
that the actual amount is larger as many are not registered.

7 To make a comparison: Great Britain accounts for approximately 2,000 compa-
nies, a third of the South African amount (CRAWFORD 2006).
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overs.8 Private security providers thus inhabit a booming industry 
in South Africa with further expectations of growth and expansion. 
How did it get to this point?

The apartheid-state was characterised as a military- governing re-
gime: the South African Defence Force (SADF) played a fundamental 
role in maintaining the ‘terrorist state’ of the apartheid government 
(COCK 2005, CAWTHRA 2003, HANSEN 2006, BEINART 2001) and 
the public police largely assisted in suppressing the masses. “The apart-
heid state was a police state” (HANSEN 2006: 281); the public police 
force resembled the army and was often employed to break up political 
fighting and protests. During the 1980s, these armed forces were over-
occupied with dealing with political detainees and protests, thereby ne-
glecting other ‘minor matters’ that were handed over to private secu-
rity companies.9 In supporting the armed forces of the apartheid state, 
private security companies played an important role in protecting the 
white minority from the ‘black criminals’. The apartheid state there-
fore strongly encouraged the growth of such companies (SINGH 2008, 
SHAW 2002).

During the 1990-1994 peace negotiations, emphasis was placed 
on the transformation of the armed forces: downsizing the military and 
creating a new representative police force accountable to all South Af-
ricans (HANSEN 2006, LEGGETT 2005, COCK 2005). Although many 
individuals from the different armed forces were incorporated into the 
‘new South Africa’, many were not, leaving a large group of militarily 
trained officers unemployed. The private security industry provided 
a niche for these officers (ABRAHAMSEN & WILLIAMS 2007, COCK 
2005).10 Although some security officers such as Keith also have such 
a background, the majority of these ex-combatants were whites that 
served in the apartheid regime.

This vast supply of trained officers, now working in the private se-
curity industry, was matched by demands made by citizens. Like al-
most all political transitions elsewhere, the end of apartheid brought 
about two contrasting sentiments: high expectations for change on 

8 R stands for Rand, the South African currency. The current exchange rate (date: 
15/8/2009) is R 11.5 for € 1.

9 The private security industry was extremely small at this point. It is stated that less 
than ten companies were operating in Durban.

10 A common argument claims that many whites refused to work in the ‘new South 
Africa’. Although this is verifiable to a certain degree, combatants of the resistance 
forces, such as the MK (Mkhonto we Sizwe, the military wing of the ANC) also ended 
up in this recruitment pool (COCK 2005, JOHNSTON 1999, ABRAHAMSEN and WIL-
LIAMS 2007).
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the one hand, and high levels of insecurity, uncertainty and fear on 
the other. This fear, especially amongst the white minority, strength-
ened and increased the demands for private security. When an up-
surge in criminal violence spread across the country after 1994, par-
ticularly with regards to property crime, such fears were seen to be 
justified, and private security presented the ultimate means of secu-
rity (SHAW 2002).11

Although the industry was initially viewed with suspicion,12 with 
the passing of time this largely changed as the industry increasingly 
profiled itself as a profit-making business, aimed at working with the 
government to fight South Africa’s common problem: crime (SINGH 
2008). In terms of regulation, the Private Security Regulation Act was 
created in 2001 to set standards for the industry as well as its ac-
companying body, the Private Security Industry Regulatory Authority 
(PSIRA), to uphold these standards (ABRAHAMSEN & WILLIAMS 2007, 
MINNAAR 2007).13 All companies and employees within the indus-
try are compelled to be registered with PSIRA and can randomly be in-
spected by PSIRA. Although a very efficient system on paper, in practice 
it has proven to be much more difficult and PSIRA faces allegations of 
corruption and favouritism, especially from people within the industry. 
The largest problem concerns ‘fly-by-night’ companies: companies that 
appear and disappear so quickly that monitoring them is practically 
impossible. Fly-by-nights are known for operating illegally, especially 
through the underpayment of security officers and the illegal posses-
sion of firearms.

Performers of security

Although the political transition played a decisive role in the supply 
of the private security industry, the bulk of this supply is mainly found 
at management level and not amongst the direct providers of security. 

11 During the initial growth period of the industry, it was characterized as a ‘white 
man’s world’, on the side of consumers as well as the employees of companies.

12 Due to the previous alignment of such companies with the apartheid state, the 
industry was initially regarded as potentially dissident and a threat to the maintenance 
of order by the new post-apartheid regime. Many of such companies were regarded as 
manifestations of white racist fear to the zwartgevaar and were seen as a threat to the 
power of the ‘new’ state and its transition towards democracy (ABRAHAMSEN & WIL-
LIAMS 2007, AVANT 2005, SINGH 2008).

13 This Act was a development of a pre-existing Act, namely the Security Officers 
Act (SOA) no 92 of 1987 (see SINGH 2008: 43-46).
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This task lies in the hands of the security officers, the performers of se-
curity, of which there are 1,319,600 in South Africa.14

In South Africa there is a clear typology of security officers. At the 
bottom of the hierarchy are the car guards: they do not receive any 
formal wages, require no training, are often associated with various 
forms of illegalities, and are not registered with PSIRA.15 On the sec-
ond step of the ladder are the security guards, who constitute the ma-
jority of the industry.16 They receive training,17 receive wages, and are 
registered with PSIRA.18 The guarding sector of the industry has two 
contrasting faces. On the one hand, it is seen to be the most lucrative 
sector, clarifying why the majority of fly-by-nights are guarding com-
panies: simply recruit a few unemployed men, underpay them and 
make large profits. On the other hand, it is the least lucrative due to 
extensive labour costs, in contrast to the reliance on technological ap-
pliances. The security officers that occupy the highest level of the hi-
erarchy are the cash-in-transit (CIT) officers; officers that transport 
goods and cash. Their job is extremely risky; cash-in-transit heists are 
common and exceptionally violent. These officers therefore require ad-
ditional training.

Armed response officers (AROs),19 the group that forms the fo-
cus of this research, occupy the middle position of the security of-
ficer-hierarchy. The term speaks for itself: they are armed, i.e. carry a 
firearm, and they respond to particular sources, such as alarms and 
panic buttons. They patrol areas in vehicles and use radios for com-
munication. This sector of the industry thus relies heavily on techno-
logical appliances. It is the largest growing sector of the industry:20 

14 Source: PSIRA report 2006-2007.
15 Many initiatives aim to formalize car guarding, especially at shopping centers. 

The idea is to increase transparency, control, and accountability.
16 Out of the 6,470 registered security businesses, 4,924 are guarding businesses 

(PSIRA report 2006-2007).
17 The security training consists of various levels, each level providing additional 

skills. The higher the level of training, the higher the salary.
18 A specific group of security guards are national key point guards: they guard cru-

cial sites such as ports. Due to the significance of these sites, they require additional 
training and occupy a ‘higher’ position than other security guards.

19 They are also called ‘armed reaction officers’.
20 The armed response division is regarded as a very lucrative sector. For example, 

the average cost of 1 armed response unit (including the salary of the officer, mainte-
nance of the vehicle, etc.) is approximately R 10,000 per month (this varies greatly per 
company and per month). This amount remains the same regardless of the amount of 
‘clients’. Yet, let’s say clients pay R 200 per month. In order to cover that specific unit, 
50 clients are needed. In reality, a unit covers approximately 250 clients.
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during 2006-2007, this sector experienced the highest growth of 34 
per cent.21

In terms of training, AROs must have a grade C certificate, addi-
tional ‘armed response’ training, firearm training, and a driver’s license. 
Due to these additional requirements, their wages are higher than secu-
rity guards. Armed response officers fiercely state that they are not se-
curity guards and often feel that they have more in common with police 
officers. The background of these men22 varies. For example, take Keith; 
he is 35 years old, has a long background in security (was formerly both 
a security guard and a CIT officer), he lives in an Indian township on the 
outskirts of Durban, and is married with two children. His profile is quite 
a representative view of many armed response officers.

This research focuses on security officers because they are the ac-
tual performers of security; when violence erupts (or a crime takes 
place) security officers provide the services their companies offer. The 
literature on private security provides limited accounts of research con-
ducted amongst private security officers. Although there are some ex-
amples, such as BUTTON (2007) and RIGAKOS (2002), these are not 
based on ethnographic fieldwork. The more precise choice to focus on 
armed response officers, men such as Keith, is due to their niche within 
communities. They have the most contact with citizens, they drive 
through communities, they are the ‘first line of duty’ when attending a 
scene, and they are expected to ‘come to your rescue’.

Policing implications

Throughout my fieldwork, the practical and empirical nature of sev-
eral theoretical ideas and concepts surrounding (non-state) policing 
materialised.

Policing

The concept and definition of ‘policing’ is researched extensively. In 
this paper, policing is understood as: “a function of society that con-
tributes to a particular social order that is carried out by a variety of dif-
ferent bodies and agents” (BUTTON 2002: 6). Policing is thus a heter-

21 In contrast, the guarding sector experienced a decrease of 6.4% (PSIRA report 
2006-2007).

22 I use ‘men’, because I did not encounter a single female in this sector.
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ogeneous function performed by a range of difference actors (REINER 
1997, JONES & NEWBURN 1998, BAYLEY & SHEARING 1996, BUTTON 
2002). The public police force is the coercive arm of the state, the le-
gitimate body that retains the legal powers to use force or coercion, 
such as arrest, punishment and detention, on behalf of the state. How-
ever, the ‘police’ does not equate ‘policing’: policing is a social function 
whilst the ‘police’ is a specific state institution that is occupied with 
that particular social function. Although the police traditionally occu-
pies a monopoly position over the use of force and the maintenance 
of social order and stability, this does not imply that it has a monopoly 
over ‘policing’.

In an ideal world, policing is a public good and thus equally distrib-
uted amongst all citizens of a given territory (CRAWFORD 2006). How-
ever, numerous accounts demonstrate that this is an epitome, rather 
than a reality. Certain geographical areas or social segments of soci-
ety are often under-policed or not policed at all by the state appara-
tus. However, to assume that policing is non-existent in such areas is 
to deny the existence of other (non-state) actors that perform various 
means of private policing.

Private policing concerns policing that is conducted outside the 
public realm and by private, non-state actors. There are authors that 
prefer the concept ‘private policing’ (STENNING 2000, BUTTON 2002, 
KEMPA et al 1999) whilst others favour the term ‘private security sec-
tor’ (SOUTH 1988, SINGH 2005). MINNAAR (2007) employs the term 
‘privatisation of crime control’, because he argues that many security 
companies are more frequently involved with issues surrounding crime 
prevention and the investigation of violent incidents. These notions 
closely resemble the data retrieved during my fieldwork. This paper ar-
gues that the initially constricted role designed for armed response of-
ficers is continually expanding due to the increasing inclusion of po-
licing activities that were previously predominantly conducted by the 
state police.

Hybrid places

The initial role for armed response officers was to provide a specific 
security service to clients in private settings. However, the case-study 
depicts a citizen (non-client) demanding a policing service from a pri-
vate actor in a public space to follow and arrest other individuals (non-
clients) in a public space. It seems obvious that the rigid distinction be-
tween what is public and private no longer holds, since a private actor 
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is asked by a citizen to step into the public realm. Private policing thus 
blurs lines between private and public domains. Therefore, rather than 
analysing policing within a dichotomy of state versus non-state (or pub-
lic versus private), the various forms of policing must be placed within a 
continuum (such as KEMPA et al 1999, DE WAARD 1999, ABRAHAM-
SEN & WILLIAMS 2007, SHEARING 2006, CRAWFORD 2006).

One main concept originating from such an approach is the crea-
tion and maintenance of ‘hybrid places’, defined as spaces that: “are 
both legally defined and personally experienced as distinct from tradi-
tional forms of ‘public spaces’” (KEMPA et al 1999: 203). For example, 
shopping malls; these are principally open to the public, but are gov-
erned and controlled by non-state actors and rules. In the creation of 
such spaces, ‘undesirables’ are excluded, physical barriers are erected 
to consolidate this process, and coercive control is condoned to safe-
guard this particular ‘space’ (KEMPA et al 1999, CRAWFORD 2006).

In South Africa, such ‘hybrid places’ are increasingly common. Not 
only in commercial centres, but also in more public spaces such as resi-
dential areas. Boom gates and other forms of physical security barriers 
are erected around homes creating enclosures and ‘gated communi-
ties’. Security officers guard such sites and function as agents to main-
tain and control the hybridity of these places. An interesting question 
is how this concept of ‘hybrid place’ can be expanded to describe en-
tire communities. Armed response officers patrol the streets of certain 
neighbourhoods. When entering the premises of a client, they clearly 
operate within the private realm, yet a great deal of their work takes 
place in the public domain. Armed response officers are frequently re-
quested by clients to approach ‘suspicious individuals’ and enquire what 
they are doing in that area. This is an example of a private actor operat-
ing within a public space, controlling and determining which individuals 
are allowed ‘access’ to that specific area. In this case: “people are be-
ing, and will be, denied access to public and quasi-public places on the 
grounds of potential risk of future offending” (CRAWFORD 2006: 131). 
Although an entire neighbourhood is too large to be defined as a hy-
brid place, there are undeniably elements of this hybridity. Furthermore, 
focusing on places such as shopping malls refers to how: “privately 
owned spaces have take on a decidedly public character” (CRAWFORD 
2006). However, this research aspires to build on these notions by ana-
lysing how privately-directed actors are operating in public spaces, and 
thus, how public spaces are taking on a private character.

However, what is perhaps more important is whether security of-
ficers such as Keith have the authority and legitimacy to perform these 
functions. PSIRA regulations outline that companies are only permit-
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ted to assist their clients, which is based on a legal contract between 
companies and their clients. Secondly, such a contract provides armed 
response officers (such as Keith) with a specific role: they respond 
to sources (such as alarms and panic buttons) originating from pri-
vate persons and settings. According to ABRAHAMSEN & WILLIAMS 
(2007), this ‘law of contract’ and ‘law of property’ imply that citizens 
grant armed response officers the means to control what happens on 
their property and who is granted access to their property. This evokes 
mechanisms and relationships of authority and legitimacy.

Citizens therefore clearly make demands from security officers to 
exude authority and maintain this hybridity. Security practices per-
formed by security officers are thus very often manifestations of de-
mands made by citizens; citizens are thus largely responsible for this 
expanding role. However, it seems that citizens are not aware of the 
legal boundaries of security officers. In this case-study, Keith was ex-
pected to use his sirens, drive through traffic lights, and overtake cars 
illegally.23 Although these are simple demands, they are made continu-
ously. Armed response officers are often called to premises for domes-
tic disturbances. They can only play a mediating role and function as a 
buffer, yet citizens regularly demand them to use force. The mere fact 
that an armed response officer carries a firearm (which he is capable of 
using) symbolically provides them with an enhanced degree of power 
and authority, as the case-study also clearly shows.

Additionally, uniforms also augment this display of authority and 
the ability to exercise it. BUTTON (2003) argues that this symbolism 
feeds perceptions that security officers are able to exercise more legal 
rights than citizens. Furthermore, BUTTON (2003) states that security 
officers can make use of particular legal tools that go beyond the uni-
versal rights of citizens, such as the right to control access and the right 
to search. Nevertheless, when stripped of their firearm and uniform, 
they possess the same rights and legal capacities as any citizen.24 Due 
to this discrepancy between the expectations of citizens and capabili-
ties of security officers, friction often emerges.25

23 I often wonder what would have happened if we would have apprehended the 
suspects in that vehicle.

24 According to Singh (2008: 49-50), the rights of private security officers in South 
Africa are indeed the same as those given to ‘private persons’. However, Singh argues 
that “the legal authority given to ‘ordinary private citizens’ in South Africa is far-reach-
ing” (50). She claims this is due to the apartheid legacy, where citizens were given sup-
plementary rights to defend themselves and the state.

25 This is exacerbated when armed response officers are treated very poorly by citi-
zens, a very essential issue when describing the work of armed response officers.
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As the case-study also portrays, there is growing frustration and des-
peration amongst South African citizens towards crime, particularly its 
systematic and pervasive role in society. Everyone in South Africa has a 
crime story and/or knows somebody who has personally experienced an 
incident of violent crime. Support for more violent responses, especially 
on behalf of the state police, is growing. Although many community ini-
tiatives are developing to address the problems ‘locally’, the provision of 
security is more often outsourced to private security companies.

Perhaps the most essential element displayed in the case-study is 
the absence of the state police. The theoretical ideas surrounding the 
failure of the state and the emergence of ‘governance voids’ are por-
trayed here in a practical sense: the man specifically stated that he was 
seeking the police. Unable to locate them, he decided to stand on the 
side of the road, hoping that somebody would assist him. This case 
presents a citizen demanding a policing service. The supply was pro-
vided by the moment we drove by. Although a very simplistic example, 
similar incidents are widespread. However, is this necessarily a result of 
state failure or has the state accepted that other actors, such as Keith, 
play the role of middle-man in tackling crime?

Armed response officers seem to operate in a ‘transition’ zone be-
tween citizens and the public police. The state police is not able to as-
sist citizens immediately26 and armed response officers fill this policing 
gap. Throughout my fieldwork, I experienced how their presence un-
questionably enhanced a sense of safety; they provided assurance for 
citizens who had just experienced crime, often in a state of shock or 
trauma. Has the state realised its own shortcomings and granted men 
such as Keith the right to take over this ‘first line of duty’ position? 
However, security officers often lack skills to properly deal with mat-
ters such as crime scene management. Additionally, many officers have 
been accused of committing criminal acts and of (over)using violence 
themselves. Is the state capable of monitoring everything that takes 
place in such transition zones?

Twilight Institutions

Let it be clear that citizens play a fundamental part in determining 
the performance of security officers, their role in consolidating these ru-

26 This paper will not discuss why the state police is not always readily available and 
why citizens frequently display a lack of trust and faith in the public police.
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diments of hybridity, and their position on a continuum of state versus 
non-state or public versus the private sector. However, how should such 
a continuum be analysed? CRAWFORD (2006) states that: “… the de-
grees of publicness and privateness in policing are not a smooth contin-
uum, nor a series of finely graded steps” (116). Can we employ a con-
tinuum with contrasting ends (of public and private) divided by a zone 
of fluidity? Are policing agents and their endeavours fixed upon a spe-
cific locus in such a continuum or are they constantly shifting within this 
domain?

The concept of the ‘twilight institution’ has been developed to la-
bel such actors/institutions that are found within this complex contin-
uum. These are defined as those that: “operate in the twilight between 
state and society, between public and private” (LUND 2006: 678).27 
They exercise public authority; actively shape governance; and, enforce 
decisions and rules on a collective level. Such actors do not replace the 
state, but provide alternative forms of governance in specific local con-
texts. They do not function on behalf of the state, but operate like 
one by incorporating state-like characteristics. Twilight institutions are 
found in “zones of ongoing contestation” (BUUR 2006: 741) between 
state (public) and non-state (private). As BUUR (2006: 750) states, twi-
light institutions make: “it difficult to distinguish unequivocally be-
tween what is state and what is not.”

HANSEN & STEPPUTAT (2006) concur and argue that although 
many non-state actors: “are engaging in sovereign practice” (306), 
this does not entail that they oppose state governance, legitimacy and 
sovereignty. Rather, the relationship between non-state actors and the 
state is multifaceted; they challenge the state through exerting govern-
ance and authority, they strengthen the state through mimicking the 
state’s symbolic ways of securing legitimacy, and they take upon them-
selves the responsibility of providing services that the state cannot pro-
vide.

The next step of this research is to explore whether private secu-
rity companies, or perhaps even private security officers, operate within 
this twilight zone and can be labelled as actors of a twilight institution. 
Due to their expanding role, the increasing execution of policing tasks, 
and their frequent involvement in ‘hybrid’ contexts, is the concept of 
twilight institution applicable to these agents? In this line of thinking, 
it is particularly their relationship with the state that is remarkable. Al-

27 This concept of ‘Twilight institution’ is elaborately discussed in a special issue of 
Development Change 37(4), titled ‘Public Authority and Local Politics in Africa’, edited 
by C. LUND in 2006.
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though SINGH (2008) contends that the South African case depicts 
how non-state policing complements the state, rather than replaces 
or opposes it, my fieldwork shows that although security officers may 
support the state by taking over particular functions, by doing so, they 
simultaneously reinforce the perceptions (especially on behalf of citi-
zens) that the state is incapable and ‘failing’.

In contrast to gangs and violent forms of vigilantism, the state per-
mits the existence of private security companies. The state provides 
particular parameters (primarily executed through PSIRA) that deter-
mine how the private security industry is to take part in the policing 
domain. Private security companies thus derive their recognition, legiti-
macy and power from the state. Therefore, when security officers use 
force or violence, does that contest the state’s monopoly over the use 
of violence, or is the state out-sourcing this monopoly and regulating 
it through institutionally laid out structures? As SOUTH (1997) argues, 
by providing a legal framework in which these companies can operate, 
the state is in fact extending its legitimacy. But what happens when 
such companies step outside the parameters of the law? How will the 
state react and how will this reconfigure the ‘twilight zone’?

The ‘social factor’

Another set of implications of the growth of non-state policing 
concerns societal relations. It is argued that contrasting forms of non-
state policing exacerbate social divisions and intensify polarised socie-
ties (BEARPARK & SCHULZ 2007, CALDEIRA 2000, KEMPA et al 1999). 
In this line of thinking, security is analysed as a private good, a com-
modity that is determined by market forces and therefore not available 
to all (CRAWFORD 2006, RIGAKOS 2002).

Different forms of policing are thus formed and shaped by class. At 
the one end, we witness moral panics and the affluent sealing them-
selves off in gated communities that are secured by private security 
companies against the ‘other’, often the ‘dangerous poor’ (BRUNN 
2006, LANDMAN 2006, COY 2006, LOW 2004, ELLIN 2001, CÁR-
DIA 2002, CALDEIRA 2000, LEMANSKI 2004, HALL et al 1978). At the 
other end, poorer neighbourhoods that lack the financial capacities to 
make use of private security companies are forced to resort to more in-
formal or illegal methods, such as vigilantes or gangs.

In turn, different security practices tend to consolidate such social 
disparities. Crawford (2006) depicts how policing and security are ‘club 
goods’, which he defines as “goods that are available to members of 
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a club but restricted in some form or other to non-members” (120). 
These various forms of ‘clubs’ are spread across geographical spaces, 
creating ‘bubbles of security’, “pockets of safety” (SHAW 2002: 112-
113) or perhaps even “bubbles of governance” (RIGAKOS & GREENER 
2000). Terms such as ‘divided cities’, (BEALL, CRANKSHAW & PARNELL 
2002, DAVIS 2006, CALDEIRA 2000) and ‘fractured cities’ (KOON-
INGS & KRUJIT 2007) have developed to characterize cities with differ-
ent forms of security spread across different communities.

As MANDEL (2001) states, the result is not integration, but frag-
mentation with: “pockets of highly different types and levels of se-
curity” (135). Concerns are raised about the contribution of such 
pockets of safety to processes of exclusion and depictions of the 
‘dangerous other’. In South Africa these processes of exclusion are 
often found along racial lines, resulting in consternations about a 
new type of apartheid maintained by a fear of crime. In describing 
the role of private security companies in South Africa, SHAW (2002) 
states that: “… the security industry continues to reinforce the di-
visions and barriers of society that the political transition sought to 
undo” (110).

During my fieldwork, it was evident that notions of race and the 
depiction of ‘the criminal’ very often ran parallel with racial lines and 
included racial connotations.28 ‘Suspicious individuals’ that demanded 
the attention of security officers were always black males. This is re-
markable, because the majority of security officers are black or Indian 
(i.e. non-white) males. It is ironic that the agent paid to provide secu-
rity and protection from the dangerous, suspicious black male, is simul-
taneously most often a black male himself. Many armed response offic-
ers expressed that clients often made such references, with statements 
such as: ‘that criminal is your brother’ or: ‘you’re fighting your own 
kind’.

Concluding remarks

These social consternations raise more questions about concepts 
such as twilight institutions or the ‘transition zone’ discussed earlier. 
Can the social realm be included in the conceptualisation of a twilight 
zone? Do armed response officers find themselves in several zones 

28 Notions of race and racist sentiments were a recurring theme during my field-
work.
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of twilight and transition? Do men like Keith also operate in the twi-
light between rich and poor, between black and white, between out-
side and insider? Do security officers function as ‘connectors’ between 
different social worlds, manoeuvring between different spaces across 
the ‘divided city’? Has the role of the state been re-configured and re-
shaped? What consequences does this have for citizens? Such critical 
questions need to be conceptualised with more scrutiny. Analysing the 
possibilities of expanding and defining what these ‘zones’ entail, raises 
further questions concerning the definitions and mechanisms of legiti-
macy, authority and governance. As the title asks: do armed response 
officers provide security in the twilight?
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Identity and Confl ict Transformation 
in Post-War Bosnia-Herzegovina1

Julianne Funk Deckard
Catholic University of Leuven, Belgium

Introduction

After the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina during the mid 1990s, much 
has been said and written about identity politics, whether on national, 
ethnic or religious perspective, in an attempt to explain the conflict 
and post-war relations between Bosniaks (formerly referred to as ‘Mus-
lims’), Croats, and Serbs. The conflicts in Bosnia-Herzegovina between 
1992 and 1995 have been represented as a model of a new type of 
conflict aftermath of the Cold War, which tends to be of an intra-state 
rather than an inter-state nature, and revolves around issues of iden-
tity rather than East-West power politics. And currently, as is clearly evi-
dent in the nationalist discourse prevalent in Bosnia-Herzegovina’s poli-
tics, ethno-national identity continues to be a divisive force. As such, 
the experience of ‘contemporary conflict’ prompts the need for peace 
and conflict theory to address the salient aspect of identity. While BRU-
BAKER & COOPER (2000) make the valid point that this term, identity, 
has been utterly overused; yet, rather than discard identity out of hand, 
this chapter will try to clarify its meaning in use, from both an empirical 
and theoretical perspective. As a work in progress, this chapter seeks to 
deepen the as yet shallow application of theories related to identity and 
conflict transformation to the particular case of post-war Bosnia-Herze-
govina. Gathering some empirical data about identity construction in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, this chapter will proceed to use theories of peace-
making (KELMAN) and conflict transformation (LEDERACH), which ad-

1 Parts of this paper come from: (2008) “Towards an Identity Theory of Peacebuild-
ing”. Presented at the conference Sociology and Interdisciplinarity: Central and South 
East European Perspectives. Croatian Sociological Association, University of Zadar (8-10 
May); and (2009) “Religions at the interface of identity politics and political identities in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina”. Presented at the seminar Identity Politics and Political Identities in 
post-Dayton Bosnia-Herzegovina. European Institute, University of Geneva (4-5 June).
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dress identity as an important component of this process, in order to 
expand the rather narrow conceptualisation prevalent currently. First, 
however, the article presents a very brief picture of identity o sketch my 
use of the term within this article.

Identity formation in relation to conflict

In brief, our concept of identity is rooted in the essence or core of 
the self, that which defines the person or that which the person uses 
for self-definition. In other words, it is the existential meaning of what 
it is to be “who I am”. Substantively, identity can be seen as double-
sided: an “abiding sense of the self” plus one’s relationship to the 
world (NORTHRUP 1989: 55), but acting on many levels such as inter-
personal, communal, organizational, cultural and international ones 
(YEVSYUKOVA 1997). These aspects of identity, while perhaps distin-
guishable in theory, are in actuality inextricably related and descriptions 
of oneself are often relevant to others. Functionally, on a psychological 
level, identity fulfils three basic human needs for living in an uncertain 
world that produces human anxiety (SMYTH 2002). A sense of iden-
tity satisfies the need for self-esteem, self-efficacy, and self-consistency: 
self-esteem gives the individual a sense of worth in the world, which is 
therefore meaningful; self-efficacy is the sense that one can manage 
the demands of that unpredictable world; and self-consistency provides 
a coherent scheme within which one can anticipate the necessary re-
sponses in constantly fluctuating circumstances (SMYTH 2002). As a 
whole then, identity counters the uncertainties of life, making it pre-
dictable, which is crucial to human functioning. We as humans need 
to anticipate our environment and what affects our behaviour will have 
upon it (NORTHRUP 1989). In this way, we orientate ourselves to pro-
duce the desired results — safety rather than uncertainty, which we ex-
perience as peace rather than fear or terror.

Personal and collective identities

At the personal level, ‘the abiding sense of the self,’ one’s system 
of meaning is of the utmost importance. If this feels threatened, we 
not only grow psychologically uneasy, but our relationship to the world 
feels uncertain and we may act defensively to remove the threat or 
otherwise resolve the tension. The perceptual response to the perceived 
mismatch of meanings that constitute one’s personal identity is what 
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BURKE (2004) calls ‘verification’ of one’s identity. The behavioural re-
sponse to a perceived threat to personal identity, according to NORTH-
RUP (1989), is the rejection of the disturbing thing, often with urgency 
and passion if the threat is towards a core aspect of one’s identity. The 
threat to identity is one of perceived imminent annihilation —either 
physical or psychic— in other words, anxiety producing. Conflict is a 
potential natural result as the individual attempts to reduce anxiety and 
restore identity and predictability (NORTHRUP 1989).

In respect to the relationship of one’s identity to the world there 
are related processes. Social psychologist Henri TAJFEL (1982) perceives 
social identity as the part of the self-concept arising from both the 
knowledge of and the value or significance of group membership for 
an individual. Through the process of self-categorisation, the individual 
categorises oneself and others into groups, which define one’s identity 
in relation to society. Similar to the personal, anxiety-reducing phenom-
enon of identity as just described, the individual will display favouritism 
to their ‘ingroup’ even when there is no conflict or competition with 
an ‘outgroup’. One does this to encourage ‘positive ingroup distinc-
tiveness,’ which in turn maintains or protects the identity of the group 
and reflects positively on oneself (TAJFEL 1982). With the same aims as 
those above (self-esteem, -efficacy, and -consistency), the group mem-
ber builds positive ingroup distinctiveness by ‘intergroup discrimination’ 
— the negative categorisation of an outgroup characteristic serves to 
heighten the positive distinctiveness of the ingroup. The particular vari-
able could be based on anything, such as: language, religion, history, 
the economy, or nationhood, as long as there is a difference which 
can be compared. In the case of Bosnia-Herzegovina, it is ethno-na-
tional identity, which is distinguishable by religion, that counts. Not 
surprisingly, intergroup discrimination produces a dynamic of competi-
tion potentially leading to conflict. According to social identity theory, 
the competition is related to the ingroup trying to prove its superiority, 
which is a value-judgement not only about the ingroup, but also im-
plies the outgroup’s inferiority. The more this superiority and inferior-
ity is emphasised, the more the outgroup’s identity may feel threatened 
or negated, and will inspire the outgroup to build up its own positive 
identity in response (FISHER 1993). I, as an individual, experience my 
group’s identity in an intimate, personal way because my self-identity 
includes our group identity (SEUL 1999). In Bosnia-Herzegovina, the 
rarification of identity into the single category of ethno-nationality has 
had the poignant result of making collective identity highly personal 
while other personal and collective identities receded in importance, 
even though they have remained active in everyday life.
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Becoming a member of a group is much less about perceived 
similarities and differences than a sense of interdependence when 
envisioning the future (NORTHRUP 1989). Whether or not one pre-
fers the people in one’s group, a person can find their membership 
determined for them (by the other-identification of the outgroup, for 
example) and one thus realises that their fate is the same as the oth-
ers in the group simply because they are related to these people by 
collective identity. This is the case with ethno-national identity and 
communal religious affiliation in Bosnia-Herzegovina today, as we ex-
plore in the next section —one is born into one’s religious commu-
nity and tradition just as one is born into a family—. During the war 
(1992-95), these distinctions became more salient than they were be-
fore. For example, many Bosniak ‘Muslims’ had not considered them-
selves part of this group before the war (many may have chosen a 
‘Yugoslav’ identity, if asked), but because they had no Serb or Croat 
identity, this ‘Muslim’ identity was assigned to them and provided a 
clearer target for ethnic cleansing.

Identity in Bosnia-Herzegovina

The standard assumption in Bosnia-Herzegovina, as a result of the 
war and nationalist politics, is that a resident has only one identity — a 
collective identity as a Bosniak, Croat, or Serb. Of course, such a sim-
ple answer to the question of identity reveals its incompleteness. While 
these ingroups and outgroups play an important role in Bosnian po-
litical life and are aligned with a religious community identity, as seen 
below, there are additional, more localised ‘alternative’ identities that 
emerge in social life as a result of everyday interactions. These can vary 
between the informal and the organised in the form of social move-
ments. Because the obvious collective identities and these alternative 
identities are being framed in opposition to one another today (prima-
rily with the purpose of discrediting the importance of collective iden-
tity with proof of the alternatives), it is essential to consider both.

Ethno-national identity and alternatives

In Bosnia-Herzegovina today, ethnic and national identity are essen-
tially one, meaning one’s people or group, for which reason I use the 
term ‘ethno-national.’ The three ethno-national identities each claim 
to have their own unique historic lineage, land and culture. The overly-
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emphasized and still salient nationalist lines of argument go along the 
lines that these claims are irreconcilable and the other ethno-national-
ities are therefore a threat to the claims of ‘our group.’ This ‘primordi-
alist’ understanding of identity continues to uphold the ‘ancient ethnic 
hatreds’ rhetoric more than a decade after the end of the war. Through 
the propagandist nationalism in Bosnia-Herzegovina over the last two 
decades, this premise has apparently had an influence not only over 
the residents of Bosnia-Herzegovina —as evidenced by its political par-
ties and continuing social divisions— but also in the eyes of the inter-
national community, as seen in the consociational Dayton framework, 
foreign media messages, and the type of carrots and sticks relation-
ship between the Office of the High Representative and national po-
litical elites2. As Heleen TOUQUET (forthcoming) assesses from the 
recent disappointed and condemnatory international political commen-
tary, these sources: “paint a bleak picture about the situation in Bosnia 
… [whereas] there is hardly any attention for other developments, let 
alone groups which are trying to present an alternative to nationalist 
rhetoric” (1-2).

Such alternative perspectives do exist and seek to refute the es-
sentialist claim about ethno-national identities in Bosnia-Herzegovina. 
These perspectives often come from the less powerful residents of 
Bosnia-Herzegovina and the former Yugoslavia or from visitors who 
experience life at the ‘normal’ or ‘grassroots’ level. One of these per-
spectives claims that ethno-national identification and the ultimate 
concerns of nationhood were not the cause but the result of the 
war (MAČEK 2009) a measure of the success had by the nationalist 
machine and its capacity to inspire fear and inflict ethnic cleansing. 
With regard to the lack of nationalist divisions during the war, Ivana 
MAČEK’s (2009) anthropological study of life in Sarajevo under siege 
explores how war destroys all that was once normal and how general 
human violence produces general distrust: “the faith in humanity on 
which society itself is founded is constantly undermined” (3). Slavenka 
DRAKULIČ (1999) illustrates how such violence then perpetuates itself 
in her novel As If I Am Not There: “Once you suspect that you your-
self are capable of doing the same [violence, as revenge], it is already 
too late. Because you have already imperceptibly taken the first step 
towards the other side, their side” (101-102). In other words, divi-
sions were created as a result of fear and violence, but these divisions 

2 See Asim MUJKIČ’S (2008): We, the Citizens of Ethnopolis. Sarajevo: Centar za 
Ljudska Prava Univerziteta u Sarajevo for a critique of this one-sided discourse.
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were a result of that fear and that violence rather than its cause. For 
the one experiencing fear and violence, the latter book demonstrates 
how unimportant any particular national identity is unless it manages 
to produce safety and peace.

Another set of alternative perspectives asserts that, despite the sa-
lience of ethno-national divisions created by the war, daily life for the 
average person in post-war Bosnia-Herzegovina is not governed solely 
by ethno-national ‘reasoning’ (TOUQUET forthcoming: 2). More and 
more empirical evidence is being cited and analysed to show the over-
simplification of nationalist insistence upon only one identity in a vari-
ety of ways. Some scholarship remembers and recalls pre-war realities 
of tolerant and even harmonious civil relations across national, ethnic 
and religious ‘divides.’ This emphasis has been notable in my inter-
views with residents of Bosnia-Herzegovina as well as more concerted 
social studies (BRINGA 1995; GILLARD 2001; KOLIND 2008). So-called 
cross cutting identities existed before the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina 
by necessity (not as some rosy ideal) due to the mixed nature of soci-
ety. ‘Coexistence’ was a reality because difference was/is a reality. To-
day, multi-ethnic societies remain, although they are fewer and less 
diverse; ethnic cleansing did indeed create significant ethnic segrega-
tion. The fact of the war and the partial successes of nationalist aims 
have imprinted society such that social trust is extremely low — 93% 
of residents do not think they can trust their neighbours (OXFORD RE-
SEARCH INTERNATIONAL 2007). Nevertheless, the growing voice of 
‘counterdiscourses’ (KOLIND 2008) speak to the presence of a tension 
between these two perspectives on identity. Emerging research dem-
onstrates the development of alternatives to nationalistic identifica-
tion in the post-war situation. Touquet’s empirical research shows that 
the residents of Bosnia-Herzegovina: “are mobilized by themes and 
frames that emphasize the common plight of people from any ethnic 
group: a lack of security, juvenile delinquency and irresponsible poli-
ticians” (forthcoming: 2). These are the real concerns of local people 
who must live with the results of a war-torn society who understand 
peace as a “normal situation”: where I can “take an identity that I 
have —which doesn’t do violence to someone else— wherever I am” 
(interview, 2008).

Multi-faceted religious identity

My empirical research in Bosnia-Herzegovina from 2005 on-
wards has focussed more specifically on religion and religious iden-
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tity3. Religion, the point of greatest distinction between the three 
ethno-national groups, is: “the thing that divides us” according to one 
young man I interviewed4. Others, especially religious persons, see re-
ligiosity or faith (vjera) as actually a deep resource for tolerance and 
‘decency’ (poštenj) towards people from ‘the other side’. As such, at 
the level of religious identity, a similar tension exists between essen-
tialised group adherence and alternative and more malleable identities 
with a potential for de-categorizing rigid social identities.

In my interviews about the meaning of religion for residents of Bos-
nia-Herzegovina who identify with religion today, it seems that this 
identity has two aspects: belonging to the religious community (collec-
tive identity), with its linked ethno-national identity, and personal be-
lief or faith (individual identity), which is claimed and then confirmed 
through moral behaviour. The collective religious aspect is a link to the 
institution (Roman Catholic, Serbian Orthodox, or Muslim) as well as its 
historic link with the ethnic community’s assertion of political nation-
hood: this is often communicated through the group’s story, or myth, 
which today includes as many religious elements as political ones. The 
second aspect was a surprise to me at first, as it is not explicitly present 
in the literature, however, it is consistent with general assertions of the 
sociology of religion. Those I interviewed who claim ‘vjernik’ (believer) 
identity emphasised this aspect as an intimate, individual part of be-
ing religious that is equally important, if not more important than the 
communal tie. While there is no distinct separation between these as-
pects in actual experience, as is typically the case when we carry many 
identities in one self, this distinction reflects of the tension between the 

3 As a note about methodology, my doctoral project includes field research in Bos-
nia-Herzegovina which focuses on semi-structured interviews, but also includes partici-
pant observation. The interviews initially (2005-2006) targeted “religious peacebuilders” 
(my term) —persons and organisations either working from a religious tradition (“faith-
based”) or addressing issues of religion/faith, rather than avoiding this aspect of life alto-
gether as is common today in Bosnia-Herzegovina— regarding the role of religion in the 
peacebuilding process given its apparent divisiveness and even complicity in the violence. 
Later field research and interviews (2008-2009) have also included “ordinary” religious 
and nonreligious individuals for their perspectives on religion’s substance and function in 
society. Expanding the range of my subjects has thoroughly enhanced my understanding 
of context and hopefully also my resources for analysis. While qualitative in nature, I do 
seek balance in representation of gender, ethno-religious group, and geography for my 
interviews. With regard to the latter, I have focussed on Sarajevo and Banja Luka, as the 
capitals of the two Entities, plus the towns of Zepče and Sanski Most in the Federation 
and Bosanski Novi/Novi Grad in Republika Srpska (which has yet to be carried out).

4 A non-believing (non-religious) Muslim/Bosniak from the Federation who is a stu-
dent at Banja Luka University (Republika Srpska).
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discourse of national identity and other counter discourses mentioned 
above.

Religious identity as membership in a community

Religious identity is most often measured by one’s affiliation with 
and/or participation in a religious organisation or ‘faith community.’ In 
Bosnia-Herzegovina this group belongingness seems to be the first as-
sociation with religion as such and from a social scientific perspective, 
this collective side of religion is the most visible and measurable. Mem-
bership in the religious institution or community is inherited — belong-
ing to the community is perceived as pre-determined, which reminds 
us of the primordial character of identity referred to earlier. A mem-
ber feels a sense of belonging whether or not they wish to participate. 
As opposed to a tendency in western Europe of ‘believing without be-
longing’ (DAVIE 2007), in Bosnia-Herzegovina, religious practice seems 
to be more about belonging without believing (HERBERT 2003: 174). 
Belief is a separate issue, which seems to be less important to the insti-
tution and its leaders than to individual members and to general social 
cohesion because of religion’s moral content (discussed below). Identifi-
cation with institutional religions in Bosnia-Herzegovina is made by the 
community for the individual, which benefits the individual by provid-
ing a clear sense of belonging, security, and connectedness. It also ben-
efits the group because it guarantees its continuity.

Religious, ethnic, and national identity are completely intercon-
nected in the Bosnian case. Ethnicity as that which binds one group to-
gether as distinct from others is a ‘thin’ category requiring other ‘cul-
tural stuff’ as its content to make “the dense, thickly meaningful, often 
highly affective practical category” (RUANE & TODD 2004: 218) that 
we see in conflicts of ethnic identity. In Bosnia-Herzegovina, the most 
significant cultural contents come from religion and the tied rhetoric of 
nationhood. Claire MITCHELL describes three ways religion can consti-
tute the ‘fabric’ of ethnic identity (and in our case, national identity as 
well): (1) by infusing the components of ethnic identity with a sacred 
element that has the capacity to encourage oppositional identification 
and exclusivity; (2) by forming the identity’s character through particu-
lar concepts that become embedded and assumed by all; (3) by catalys-
ing the community (2006: 1144). All these elements came to the fore 
in the 1990s and remain important at the political level and sometimes 
also socially when Serbs, Croats and/or Bosniaks interact outside their 
typically segregated lives.
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Religious believer identity

The believer (vjernik) aspect of religious identity in Bosnia-Herze-
govina is personal, though not limited in expression to the private 
sphere, just as institutional religious identity can also have a private as-
pect (e.g. the Muslim tradition to pray five times a day is usually pri-
vate even though it is part of a collective tradition). While ‘believer’ is 
the more common translation given to the word ‘vjernik’, a ‘person 
of faith’ perhaps captures best the meaning of this aspect of religious 
identity; it hints at something deeper or more personal, of essentially 
non-rational (though not irrational) belief, faith or trust.

While all residents of Bosnia-Herzegovina, according to my qualita-
tive findings, have a communal religious identity (since this is an essen-
tially ethno-national identity), approximately 80 per cent of residents 
are estimated to be believers, according to my interview data. Beyond 
this, many of my sources referred to yet another category within be-
liever identity based on quality of belief. ‘True believers (pravi vjernici) 
are some 30-50% of the population while the rest are ‘hypocrites’ who 
claim to be faithful, but their actions do not reflect their pious words. 
‘Old’ believers (those who have believed from infancy) are perceived al-
ways to be true believers but of the ‘new’ or ‘1992’ believers emerging 
from the war period, some are true while others are hypocrites. Partic-
ular examples of the latter who are specifically singled out are political 
opportunists who claim religiosity and flaunt public religious appear-
ances in order to appear more acceptable and get support. In compari-
son, the nature of the personal religious identity was explained to me 
as something related to the conscious or soul. It is the reflective part of 
the person who considered within themselves what is ‘right’ accord-
ing to the teachings and essential message of religion and then used 
this to guide their behaviour. The most frequently mentioned quality 
of personal religiosity was an active respect for others, especially those 
of other nations/religions. This quality was mentioned, in different con-
texts, by nearly all believers and from all three religions.

These two aspects of religious identity may be related to the pri-
mordial sense of ethno-national identity and alternative identities. 
Communal religious identity corresponds to ethno-national identity and 
has been used to uphold the primordial and divisional character, even 
though religious communities are not necessarily essentialist. Indeed, 
religious history in Bosnia-Herzegovina demonstrates the opposite in 
the noted synergisms of belief and tradition as well as the sharing of 
holidays and rituals (BRINGA, 1995; DONIA & FINE, 1994; FUNK DECK-
ARD, 2003). Believer identity is an alternative to communal religious 
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identity just as the counterdiscursive perspectives on the war and eve-
ryday non-ethno-national negotiations with social concerns are alterna-
tives to ethno-nationalist identities. When mobilized, as the latter have 
been through oppositional social movements like Dosta! and Grozd 
(TOUQUET forthcoming), these alternatives can provide inclusive identi-
ties. In the case of believer identity, however, it is more a personal self-
categorization than an alternative collective identity. As such, it exhibits 
a capacity to soften rigid categories such as essentialist religion prima-
rily through de-categorizing believers from institutions. The identity of 
believers is an association with a certain (moral) attitude and behaviour 
as inspired by a religious framework, but not belonging to a group per 
se. I have observed this quality and the resource from which it springs 
bridging between rigid communal lines when believers from different 
religious traditions have gathered to discuss shared concerns.

This chapter emphasises that while identities in Bosnia-Herzegovina 
are portrayed as rigid, ethno-national and divisive, the picture is more 
complex even though alternative identities are not highlighted within 
and outside of the country. From the perspective of peacebuilding, the 
alternative developments of identity tend to be more conducive to con-
flict transformation than those primordial, essentialist aspects. While 
the three exclusive group identities in Bosnia-Herzegovina have been 
explored for their destructive aspects according to theories of iden-
tity (outgroup and discrimination), these less visible, more flexible and 
bridge-building identities have been less analysed for their transforma-
tional potential. As peace scholar-practitioner GILLARD lamented in re-
lation to analysing his own counterdiscursive empirical data in Mostar, 
while there are identity theories that “have much to say about the way 
in which intercommunal relationships break down during conflict, they 
have relatively little to offer on the processes whereby those relation-
ships might be rebuilt” (2001: 83). This underdevelopment has, since 
his writing, been somewhat expanded and will be explored below.

Identity and conflict transformation

Applying Kelman’s framework of peacemaking to Bosnia-Herzegovina 
today

Herbert Kelman, a founder of peace research, helps orient us to 
the issue of identity in conflict transformation via his three approaches 
to peacemaking. For the purpose of this article, his research can pro-
vide us with a general framework of analysis towards conflict transfor-
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mation as it relates to identity, even though he considers peacemak-
ing rather than conflict transformation as such (which we will consider 
later). For Kelman, there are three distinct processes of peacemaking 
—conflict settlement, conflict resolution, and reconciliation— each of 
which has its own goal that can overlap and be mutually supportive of 
the other two or can be separate and contradictory (KELMAN 2008).

The first step, conflict settlement is the more traditional form of 
Western-style peacemaking: a political agreement concerned with na-
tional interests and achieved by bargaining between power-wielding 
political elites, often with a third party broker. A conflict settlement 
may be secured when the parties come to a ‘hurting stalemate’ or oth-
erwise find the idea of continuing the hostility intolerable (KELMAN 
2004). The settlement changes the situation and, ideally, provides a 
measure of certainty that future circumstances will be less violent, but 
the goal of settlement is not a relationship change.

In Bosnia-Herzegovina, the conflict settlement occurred in Decem-
ber 1995 with the Dayton Agreement. However, this settlement and its 
concomitant constitution have been very controversial and today Day-
ton is regarded as, at best, a temporary solution which no longer func-
tions and must be replaced, and at worst, as the institutionalization of 
ethnic cleansing and ‘ethnopolitics’ (MUJKIČ 2008). The political in-
terests of the parties remain unsettled. While Dayton is essentially a 
lose-lose situation, many residents of Bosnia-Herzegovina perceive our 
group’s defeat and the their victory (e.g. a semi-autonomous Serbian 
state as the result of genocidal ethnic cleansing or a ‘rogue’ ‘Muslim’ 
state achieved by the illegal claims of a minority). The current standoff 
between the international High Representative and Dodik, the leader 
of Republika Srpska, is in essence a dispute over the authority to deter-
mine the future of the ethno-nations.5 The upshot of Dayton is that the 
conflict settlement process currently remains active.

Conflict resolution, the second process in Kelman’s framework of 
peacemaking, is the process of forming agreements that address the 
parties’ needs6 rather than interests (as in conflict settlement) The lat-
ter are “achieved through a bargaining process brokered or imposed 
by third parties” whereas conflict resolution is “likely to engender the 

5 If, as TOUQUET has found, non-ethno-national needs are also significant, particu-
larly the shared concerns of the populace, such as unemployment or youth delinquency, 
these elements need to be included in political decision-making, not just exclusive na-
tional concerns.

6 KELMAN explains these as “unmet or threatened needs for identity, security, rec-
ognition, autonomy, and justice” (2004: 112).
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two parties’ long-term commitment to the outcome and to transform 
their relationship” (KELMAN 2004: 112). While conflict settlement 
seeks to change behaviour —from physical violence to compliance with 
the other— conflict resolution seeks also to change attitudes —from 
hostility and disrespect and hostility to identification with the other— 
(KELMAN 2008). Whereas conflict settlement involves a change in the 
control of (political) means, conflict resolution involves a change in per-
ception of the parties’ social roles, which involves attitude as well as 
behaviour. Creative, problem-solving conflict resolution is a process 
of transforming relations between conflicting parties by explicitly ac-
knowledging fears and needs, building a working trust and producing 
options that satisfy the deep concerns of all involved. If it is successful, 
conflict resolution secures a strategic change in relationship —from en-
emies to a resemblance of partnership—. According to Kelman’s frame-
work, conflict resolution produces new attitudes that must then find 
ways to situate themselves in relation to old attitudes and an old belief 
system where the other is distrusted and even dehumanised. It is a cru-
cial middle step between animosity and partnership.

In Bosnia-Herzegovina, it seems that while the political elites (at 
least in Republika Sprska) are stuck in the conflict settlement stage, 
with little will to consider relinquishing means control, much less the 
concretized adversarial roles, civil society in Bosnia-Herzegovina as a 
whole is ready to move on, but it struggles with this process of con-
flict resolution. General social mistrust (adversarial roles) that devel-
oped during the war is reinforced constantly by the segregated media 
and political establishments. This creates a broad emotional distance 
between ethno-national groups, which hinders relationships from de-
veloping further. Additionally, the practical fact of ethno-national seg-
regation makes it unlikely that one can relate on an everyday basis with 
someone from ‘the other side’ unless you live in a less-segregated cities 
like Sarajevo. It takes a special effort to create opportunities of interac-
tion where stereotypes and prejudices may be considered and identi-
fied so that the other’s presumed threat is demystified.

The third process in Kelman’s scheme, reconciliation, presupposes 
and is a consequence of successful conflict resolution, “[b]ut whereas 
conflict resolution refers to the process of achieving a mutually satis-
factory and hence durable agreement between the two [or more] so-
cieties, reconciliation refers to a process whereby the societies learn to 
live together in the postconflict environment” (KELMAN 2004: 3). Kel-
man’s idea of reconciliation moves a step further than conflict reso-
lution to an actual change in identity. The assertion of superiority by 
the ingroup towards the outgroup (as it occurs through the process 
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of comparison and distinction, discussed above) is essentially the ne-
gation of the other’s identity, and therefore a threat to the outgroup’s 
very existence. Consequently, a transformation of the relationship to 
one that respects the other’s basic need for identity is necessary to rec-
onciliation and is possible if: “each party revise[s] its own identity just 
enough to accommodate the identity of the other” (KELMAN 2004: 
119). Reconciliation requires, as Miroslav VOLF (1996) asserts, that the 
self or group be ready to receive the other into itself and undertake a 
re-adjustment of its identity in light of the other’s alterity” (110). If this 
occurs, the negative interdependence of identities —where one party’s 
identity consists of the other’s negation and vice versa— can be over-
come. Reconciliation is, in essence, the internalisation of the new so-
cial roles and the relationship as partners established by conflict resolu-
tion. It carries those presumptions to their full extent, reconciling even 
the threatening mismatched meanings which provided kindling for 
the conflict in the first place. The social identity theorists would disa-
gree that this is possible, but KELMAN (2004) and Jeffrey SEUL (1999) 
claim that the negative construction of the other —including preju-
dice and condemnation of the other’s identity— is not inevitable. Posi-
tive identity need not come through the negative distinctiveness of the 
outgroup; one can simply exhibit a preference for, or an affinity with 
the ingroup without any distaste for the outgroup. We will explore the 
conscious, purposeful and innovative practices that pursue these ends 
in the next section.

Reconciliation is, for the most part, out of reach in Bosnia-Herze-
govina because among other things, the highlighted ethno-national 
identity remains vulnerable, even though other existent identities lessen 
the significance of that vulnerability. For many, the idea of reconcili-
ation these days is undesirable, implying another external imposition 
that will likely fail. Because the negation of the other actually seems to 
uphold ‘our’ identity, changing this aspect of identity no doubt feels 
like a great threat to ‘us’. Central to the premise of primordial and es-
sentialist ethno-national identity is this assertion that the other group’s 
aims negate the identity of my group. To change my identity, therefore, 
would be to assist the other in its task of destroying my group (e.g., 
for Bosniaks to assist in creating a Greater Serbia through the oblitera-
tion of their own ethno-national group; for Serbs to support the estab-
lishment of a Muslim state where the richness of Serb culture and his-
tory is absorbed). Suggesting such a step could easily rekindle a conflict 
rather than move the conflict towards its transformation. For this rea-
son, reconciliation in this way cannot be approached from a ‘top down’ 
or from an outside-in perspective.
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As a whole, the Bosnian conflict continues to engage with all three 
of Kelman’s processes of peacemaking. At the political elite level, con-
flict settlement continues, as negotiations between Entities, neigh-
bours, and especially the European Union keep it alive. Conflict res-
olution seems to be the wistful desire of well-meaning people who 
remember Yugoslav times and wish things could be as they were. Rec-
onciliation has barely begun as a process because the precondition of 
conflict resolution has not been met —relationships of partnership do 
not yet prevail—. Nevertheless, in some localized grassroots efforts, 
one can see the hope for reconciliation, as we will consider in the next 
section. Kelman’s three-part framework seems a good analytical tool, a 
good start, but how does one pursue transformed identity in a positive 
and unthreatening way?

Lederach’s ‘transformational platforms’

John Paul LEDERACH (1997), the scholar-practitioner, has a unique 
insight into transforming identity-based conflict. He understands iden-
tity “as a relational dynamic that is constantly being refined” (LEDER-
ACH & MAIESE 2003). It can be at the root of a conflict and so must 
be taken seriously on its own terms even if it seems invisible or insig-
nificant. We wish to act rationally in conflict and conflict transforma-
tion as ‘western,’ ‘enlightened’ ‘scientists,’ but the fact is that deep, 
emotional, even psychological aspects of the self as an individual and 
as a group member operate almost imperceptibly. Conflict transforma-
tion “is not primarily about negotiating an agreement to solve a mate-
rial problem, but rather is about protecting a sense of self and group 
survival” (LEDERACH & MAIESE 2003). In Lederach’s approach (LED-
ERACH & MAIESE 2003), we who engage with conflict transforma-
tion must first orient ourselves to hearing the voice of identity, through: 
“language, metaphors and expressions that signal the distress of iden-
tity.” This means we must listen also to what is not being said, to the 
implicit communication of parties in conflict. Often, this communica-
tion is unconscious, so we must learn to be interpreters. Lisa SCHIRCH 
(2005) speaks of ritual and symbol as deep places to listen to and at-
tend to identity wounds and healing. In fact, ritual and symbol have 
the capacity to interact with these unconscious hurts and fears that 
‘normal’ human interaction does not have. They also have the capac-
ity to interpret identity and bring it to consciousness so that we can, 
secondly, acknowledge and make explicit the needs and distress of the 
identities in a conflict (LEDERACH & MAIESE 2003). The third step of 
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Lederach’s approach to identity in conflict transformation is the design 
of ‘transformational platforms’ or spaces where exchange and explo-
ration can happen over and over again. This piece of advice is bigger 
than the usual next step —to envision a desirable situation or solution 
for only this immediate situation— (LEDERACH & MAIESE 2003). In-
stead, transformational platforms interrupt the cycle of destructive con-
flict and set in motion constructive, transformational conflict patterns.

Therefore, according to Lederach, we must seek to “to create 
spaces and processes that encourage people to address and articu-
late a positive sense of identity in relationship to others but not in reac-
tion to them” (LEDERACH & MAIESE 2003). The Center for Peacebuild-
ing (Centar za Izgradnju Mira, or CIM), a Bosnian NGO where I have 
been based over the last month, pursues these ends. CIM organises 
events and activities where such ‘transitional platforms’ can emerge. 
These events provide unique opportunities that do not currently exist 
in society. First, active listening is one skill taught in CIM programmes. 
Whereas parties to conflict usually feel the need to be heard, little at-
tention is given to learning to truly listen to the other so that he or she 
is actually heard. This is not only satisfying for the one who’s voice is 
finally heard, but it makes the process more efficient and it tends to 
have the eye-opening outcome needed for acknowledgement. CIM’s 
‘Peace camp’ participants noted frequently in their evaluations the im-
pact of active listening upon themselves (the listeners). It is experienced 
by many as innovative and effective. Second, CIM events address iden-
tity outright but only when the participants have developed a sufficient 
level of trust for sharing such deep feelings. Trust is developed quite 
simply — by having fun together, which is done through ice-breaker 
games, eating and drinking together, and simply spending time to-
gether. Identity is addressed through exercises to help make our own 
identities explicit to ourselves and then to consider how it feels to ne-
gate some of them for the sake of just one. This provides time to begin 
personal reflection upon one’s own self and one’s relation to others. 
However, the activities CIM initiates cannot be the only forum for such 
reflection. The activities ideally initiate such consideration and acknowl-
edgement. Third, designing transformational platforms, is perhaps the 
most difficult, as it requires the previous steps of listening and reflec-
tion plus an added dose of creativity, or ‘moral imagination.’ Only the 
insider can design a transformational platform for his/her social context 
which means each person in a conflict potentially has key insights and 
capacity to create these platforms.

CIM events can be informal, like Movie Nights for youth or Coffee 
for Peace (where some elderly ladies formed a ‘grandmas for peace’ 
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group), but there are also structured activities which teach nonvio-
lent conflict resolution and alternatives to violence — adult dialogue 
groups, peace camps for youth, classes at the local elementary schools, 
and so forth. In each case, the presence of the ethno-national other 
and/or differing ideas about ‘our’ identity or situation come to the fore 
as participants are given the chance to explore issues that are not oth-
erwise discussed and relations that would not otherwise occur. The di-
rector of CIM in Sanski Most sees himself as a facilitator of contexts 
which have the potential to become ‘transformational platforms’ (LED-
ERACH & MAIESE 2003). The encounter in, for example, a dialogue 
group session, creates a situation of communication that the partici-
pants seek to conduct in nonviolent ways, but the encounter also pur-
posefully serves to (re)establiish permanent relationships. “In other 
words, a conflict-transformation platform must be short-term respon-
sive and long-term strategic. The defining characteristic of such a plat-
form is the capacity to generate and re-generate change processes 
responsive to both immediate episodes and the relational context” 
(LEDERACH & MAIESE 2003). By addressing the relationship in such a 
sensitive, unrushed, and uncoerced way, the once-threatening notion 
of changing identity, as required by Kelman’s reconciliation process, is 
feasible and even desirable.

Transforming identities in Bosnia-Herzegovina

At the beginning of this chapter, I described the state of identities 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina as gathered from literature and field research. 
These that I mentioned are: the powerful collective ethno-national and 
communal religious identities plus emergent alternative group identi-
ties of certain social movements, counterdiscourses of everyday nego-
tiated identities, and personal, moral and religious believer identities. 
The brief and preliminary assessment here is against the ideal ‘conflict-
transformational platform’ where identities can change from negating 
and threatening all but my own self/group to positive and engaging 
identities that create whole persons and societies. The test is whether 
each identity is positive, where not only its deep individual or group 
needs are being met, but also the needs of other identities are also re-
spected and included. If any test poorly, where do we find transforma-
tional platforms in which their transformation can occur?

For the sake of brevity and because, at an experiential level, ethno-
national identity and communal religious identity are one, I will treat 
these together. From the perspective of peacebuilders and social iden-
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tity theorists, ethno-national-religious collective identity in Bosnia-
Herzegovina is anything but positive and transformative. Each has the 
tendency to negate the other two given that reactive identity forma-
tion and elite leaders have, for the most part done their utmost to set 
these identities in stone, as if they were not social constructions but 
had existed from time immemorial. The heritage of the recent war pro-
vides firm ground for continuing the stereotyping and dehumanisa-
tion which fuelled violent behaviour. The quality of a positive identity 
is one that respects the other identities in their own needs. Each of 
these three collective identities (Bosniak Muslim, Serb Orthodox, and 
Croatian Catholic) acknowledges the other two identities highly in so 
far as they identify themselves against the other. However, they each 
choose to negate the other’s identity needs in order to assert their own 
— as if the Bosnian situation can only be expressed in terms of “either/
or” (its either your land, history, religion, or authority, or its mine).

Transforming such powerful, entrenched and yet sensitive identities 
requires deep, active listening to their distress. Acknowledging the dis-
tress of the other’s identity would be a first and monumental step for 
each of these groups. To do so, there must be a safe space, a space of 
trust. While there is an utterly low social trust —trust of one’s neigh-
bour— it is notable for my research that religious communities are sta-
tistically considered highly trustworthy as institutions in Bosnia-Herze-
govina today. They garner 73 per cent of the population’s trust (either 
‘some’ or ‘a lot’ of trust; GALLUP BALKAN MONITOR 2008). As such, 
issues such as religion, religious resources, rituals, traditions, and lead-
ership may serve as settings for potential transformational platforms.

From the perspective of peacebuilding, this is not news. While un-
derappreciated and under-engaged, peacebuilding as a discipline has 
been recently recognizing the contribution played by religion. Religion 
tends to have a local legitimacy and influence of presence and repre-
sentation that is not conducted by others, as seen in the case of Bos-
nia-Herzegovina. Additionally, Cynthia Sampson claims that “some 
aspects of peacebuilding are best understood using concepts and ap-
proaches found in religion. In particular, the processes associated with 
reconciliation—confession, repentance, forgiveness, mercy, and conver-
sion based on self-reflection and acceptance of personal responsibil-
ity— have emerged from religious, not secular, contexts” (SAMPSON 
1997: 276). So called religious peacebuilding has been tapping into the 
“spiritual energy and charismatic legitimation” (Boulding, 1986: 511) 
of religion for generations before the name was recently coined. Ritual 
and symbol as described by SCHIRCH (2005: 123-136), which are the 
stuff of religion, have the capacity to form, transform, heal and pro-
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tect identities, which must aid the trust-building and identity transfor-
mation process. Eventually, constructing transformational platforms at 
the larger social level will require good, small scale models (like CIMs) 
as well as credible and fundamental leadership — leaders who have 
the moral imagination (LEDERACH 2008), sensitivity, and the courage 
to address both the hurts and the ways one’s own identity injuries the 
other. This is only the beginning however; envisioning transformational 
platforms for ethno-national-religious collective identities in Bosnia-
Herzegovina deserves more consideration and attention.

To the best of my knowledge7, emerging non-ethnic social move-
ments like Dosta! and Grozd seek to mobilize around common val-
ues and shared concerns. They call themselves a-political, so as to dis-
tance themselves from ethnopolitics and they explicitly choose to avoid 
religious identities for a similar reason, I presume. They focus on is-
sues and interests rather than identities and relationships. For this rea-
son and analyzed according to Kelman and Lederach’s approaches 
presented herein, it seems that they may be susceptible to a negative 
identification of the other (the other here being the establishment and 
all ethnic and elitist politics) because they do not appear to be listen-
ing to the distress of identity in the powers that be. On the other hand, 
however, these social movements are indeed trying to create trans-
formative, constructive conflict through identifying issues of concern to 
the general population (conflict settlement process) and engaging peo-
ple as partners across ethno-national divides on the basis of humanity 
and residence in Bosnia-Herzegovina (relational restoration and conflict 
resolution). As an alternative collective identity to ethno-national ones, 
these movements have something significant to offer. Their cells across 
the country have the capacity to be transformational platforms, espe-
cially in the third step: for designing dynamic processes for exchange 
and exploration. However, any denial of ethno-national identity as a 
valid identity within the group has the potential of hindering listening 
to and acknowledging identity needs.

The counterdiscourses to the rigid ethno-national identities cited 
earlier, as discussed by KOLIND (2008), GILLARD (2001), and BRINGA 
(1997), are like believer identity, unorganised, more individual and in-
ter-personal, being negotiated with each situation and context. Kolind 
looks at Bosnian Muslim counterdiscourse in the town of Stolac in 
Herzegovina; Gillard, in Mostar, considers youth from Bosniak and 

7 My information about non-ethnic social movements in Bosnia-Herzegovina comes 
primarily from my colleague, Heleen TOUQUET. However, any mistakes about this sub-
ject herein are my own.
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Croat ethno-nationalities; Bringa did her anthropological research in an 
unnamed central Bosnian village with individuals from all three groups; 
and I have thus far consulted believers in Sarajevo, Banja Luka, Sanski 
Most, and Zepče. I cannot presume that each of these examples have 
the same qualities of identity (positive or negative) or transformational 
platforms, so I will merely discuss one, believer identity, with which I am 
most familiar. With regard to negative/positive identification of self and 
other, believers in other religions are considered equally positive and in 
some cases (especially Muslim believers), they find incorporating part of 
Christian identity enriching to their own sense of self. Negative identifi-
cation is most obvious in the case of believers and those (‘old’ believers 
especially, but also ‘new’ believers and non-believers alike) who con-
demn ‘hypocrites’. It seems that, while believer identity is not a collec-
tive identity in an organised or mobilized way, most believers carry the 
same negative opinion about those who assert themselves as believers 
but behave reprehensibly. In other words, those who damage the repu-
tation of ‘true believers’. I have heard this refrain outside Bosnia-Herze-
govina as well as a negation of those not wanted in the ingroup, and 
therefore an outgroup is created.

More hopeful, from a conflict transformation perspective, is deeply 
engaged and reflective belief. I have spoken with a few exceptional peo-
ple (primarily believers) who dig deep into the well of their own selves 
and their faith traditions, looking for truth and answers to the most dif-
ficult questions about identity, human nature and violence, and many 
of them exhibit the three elements of Lederach’s conflict transformation 
in their personal approaches to conflict — deep listening to identity dis-
tress, explicit concern for identity in processing the wounds and healing 
of individuals and society, and thinking big, outside the box, to envision 
creative, innovative transformational approaches to post-war life. Not all 
believers engage at this level. Some believers do dig deep but despair 
at the state of organised religion and those who represent truth, while 
others live out their faith according to some traditional codes of ‘de-
cency’ without much reflection. However, these latter believers can be 
encouraged and guided by ‘exceptional’ believers in the ways of conflict 
transformation, as indeed CIM tries to do.

Conclusion

As a work in progress, this chapter attempts to bring together 
identity theories, including their applications within conflict analysis 
and transformation, with empirical findings about identity in Bosnia-
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Herzegovina. The stereotypes about identities in Bosnia-Herzegovina 
today are obvious simplifications of a more complex situation. In the lit-
erature, it is clear that these ethno-national conceptions do not elimi-
nate other types of identification; identity, even in polarized post-war 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, cannot be accurately construed as membership in 
just one group. In my field research, I have found a surprisingly tradi-
tional type of religious membership to a community, however, there is 
also the non-communal affirmation of belief which goes a step beyond 
affiliation with the inherited group.

Kelman and Lederach’s approaches to peacemaking and conflict 
transformation, taken with a serious consideration of identity issues, 
provide tools of analysis that I used briefly, but merit further and deeper 
consideration. While identity is not the only or most important factor of 
contemporary conflict and peacebuilding, attention to this mostly hid-
den aspect might move this research and analysis along more success-
ful lines. Perhaps most importantly, clearer vision of identity in conflict 
transformation may help us to recognise valiant efforts, exceptional 
peacebuilders and transformational platforms which need greater sup-
port. In the case of CIM, the entire operation (multiple offices in Bos-
nia-Herzegovina plus expansion internationally) is run by volunteers 
and must consider its sustainability merely into the next year, much less 
the long-term reconciliation process on the horizon. This is the reality 
because the academic and policy-making community often fail to value 
such grassroots efforts that refuse to accede to stereotypes.
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The European Union’s Peace Laboratories in Colombia: 
On the Road to Peace or “On the Road to Nowhere”?

Miguel Barreto Henriques
University of Coimbra, Portugal

Introduction

In a country involved in an enduring and intractable conflict, Co-
lombia has experienced, in recent years, several local peacebuilding ac-
tivities. Based on the civil society, these have been an alternative to the 
national negotiations with the guerrillas, facing harsh difficulties and 
provoking high social and political frustrations.

One of these peacebuilding experiences has been the so-called 
Peace Laboratories. Located in a group of highly conflictual and violent 
regions, they constitute a joint attempt of the European Union (EU), 
the Colombian government and mainly a number of Colombian social 
organisations to address the structural causes of the conflict at a local 
and regional level.

In this paper we will analyse the Peace Laboratories as peace-
building activities. We will focus mainly on the Peace Laboratory of 
Magdalena Medio, examining and accessing its potential in terms of 
conflict resolution within the Colombian case and the model of peace 
it conveys. To some extent, what is at stake is to question if the Peace 
Laboratories are real peace laboratories and where are they heading 
for. The objective is to investigate if this corresponds to an alterna-
tive form of peacebuilding and what has been the role of the EU in the 
process.

The Magdalena Medio Region

Magdalena Medio is a region located in the northeast of Colom-
bia, with its axis on the river Magdalena. It is a strategically important 
region from the military and economic point of view. It is characterized 
by rich natural resources, which include gold, emeralds and especially 
oil; it is also a corridor for the drug and trade routes.
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Historically it has remained a peripheral region, with a weak and 
precarious presence of the state, both physically and in terms of so-
cial and public services (RUDQVIST & VAN SLUYS 2005: 15). This politi-
cal space has been fulfilled by insurgent and counter insurgent groups. 
Magdalena Medio is a region disputed by both guerrillas and para-
militaries. It is considered a zona roja, a hot spot. All armed actors are 
present in the region. It is a region of high intensity of violence. His-
torically a zone of influence of the ELN1 (BERQUIST et al, 1992), it wit-
nessed the political and military emergence and domination of paramil-
itarism in the 1990s, which diminished the influence of the guerrillas 
until today.

The origins and actors of the Peace Laboratories

A number of trends cross in the origin of the Peace Laboratories. 
Firstly, one must emphasize that Colombia has seen in the last years 
the emergence of several civil initiatives of peace and civil resistance. 
One of these initiatives would be the base of the creation of the Peace 
Laboratories — the Programa de Desarollo y Paz de Magdalena Medio. 
Created in 1995, it has been one the most ambitious and original initi-
atives in Colombia in the peacebuilding field. It was originated by a di-
agnose report required by the oil company ECOPETROL and its labour 
union USO2 on the causes of poverty and violence in the region (AGUI-
LAR 2006: 12). But it also has its roots on a historical dynamic of popu-
lar and social mobilization in Magdalena Medio (GUTIERREZ 2007). This 
report instigated a process which would establish a social and political 
programme for peace and development in the region, involving several 
organisations. This programme would attract the attention of the Eu-
ropean Union, which showed interest in supporting this experience. In 
fact, the EU had started in this period to develop peace-oriented poli-
cies towards Colombia. After the implementation of Plan Colombia, 
and the European refusal to take part in it, it was politically imperative 
for Europe to give a response to it and develop its own peace policies 
and approach to Colombia. The Peace Laboratory would become one 
of its core elements.

The fact that peace negotiations between the Colombian Pastrana 
government and the ELN took place in the region, with the political 

1 National Liberation Army.
2 Unión Sindical Obrera.
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and financial support of the EU, would also play an important role in 
this process and on the location of the Peace Laboratory in Magdalena 
Medio. The creation of the Peace Laboratory was therefore also an at-
tempt of the EU to support a political negotiated solution to the con-
flict (RUDQVIST & VAN SLUYS 2005: 7).

However, one has to realize that this does not correspond to a spe-
cific and originally European initiative and approach of peace interven-
tion (GONZALEZ, 2004: 5). In fact, the Peace Laboratory did not start 
from zero. It was built on the base of an ongoing project and process 
in the region of Magdalena Medio —the Peace and Development Pro-
gramme of Magdalena Medio (PDPMM)— (RUDQVIST & VAN SLUYS 
2005: 4). The role of the EU aid was principally to support the processes 
and dynamics already ongoing in Colombian civil society (ibidem: 3, 8).

In fact, the heart of the Peace Laboratory is the PDPMM. The stra-
tegic and methodological conception of the peace laboratory is based 
on the original concept of the PDPMM. Its design, development and 
implementation are mainly of the PDPMM, even if the European in-
volvement has brought to the process new objectives, dynamics, con-
siderations and priorities. So, to a large extent the Peace Laboratory is a 
sub-programme or a complementary programme to the PDPMM.

It also structures a peculiar platform of actors. A triangle of dia-
logue and cooperation was formed by the Peace Laboratories. It is pri-
marily a civil society creation, but it includes the Colombian state. It is 
mainly a Colombian initiative, but it works with international organiza-
tions.

With this quite original structure the first Peace Laboratory was cre-
ated in Magdalena Medio, in February 2002, by the signature of the 
EU and the Colombian government of a special financing convention. 
A second and a third Laboratory would be created in other regions of 
Colombia later on.

Peace Laboratories?

The hypothesis or the Peace Laboratories and theoretical assumptions

The Peace Laboratories depart from two hypotheses and are sus-
tained by two theoretical assumptions, both debatable from a theoretic 
point of view: the first one is that “Colombia is a country of regions” 
(VARGAS 2007).

There is no doubt that the history of Colombia has shown the im-
portance of the local. To a large extent the Colombian conflict and 
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violence express themselves on a local and regional level. There are 
historical reasons for this. Colombia has never truly built a nation-
state. Historically, the state has been precarious. The national terri-
tory is poorly integrated. There is what the Colombian historian Fernán 
Gonzalez (2007) calls a “differentiated presence of the state”. The re-
gional identities are therefore strong (HERRERA 2007). This space left 
aside, or never occupied by the state has been filled by guerrillas and 
paramilitary groups. Hence the Colombian conflict is being played to a 
high degree on a local and regional level. It is fought differently in each 
region. Each region develops its own conflict particularities.

Therefore, the Peace Laboratory perspective is that conflict resolu-
tion must necessarily also pass through this micro level, by the diversity 
of the regions. The Peace Laboratories constitute an attempt to build 
peace at a regional level, a regional form of peacebuilding. The Labo-
ratories’ utopia is to build a nation in peace through regional develop-
ment (LUNA 2007).

A development hypothesis may be added to this regional hypoth-
esis. The Laboratories’ focus is based on a concept of peace which sees 
poverty as one of the root causes of the conflict and a nexus between 
development and peace.

For the Laboratories, the conflict was born, to a large degree, due 
to the model of development put in practice in Colombia, and specifi-
cally in the Magdalena Medio region. That is an extractive and exclusive 
model, which generates poverty and inequality (VARGAS 2007).

The role poverty and inequality play in conflict, in general terms, 
and in the Colombian case is a controversial issue. It is the object of 
a heated debate both politically and academically. There are different 
views on the matter. However, there is a general perception and ac-
ceptance that there is a correlation between the two. It is not an au-
tomatic relationship, nor a deterministic one. There are other elements 
and variables involved. Poverty per se does not lead to violence. Above 
all, poverty and inequity imply a risk of violence. Peace can’t prevail 
where the economic and social conditions are not sustainable. Socie-
ties unable to meet the needs of their citizens are more vulnerable to 
collapse and to conflicts. The fact that Colombia is a country with high 
levels of poverty and inequality makes it more prone to violence (GUTI-
ERREZ 2001: 57).

That is the theoretical perspective adopted by the Laboratories. 
Therefore, the Peace Laboratories are also a development proposal. 
They seek to find and build a different and alternative model of devel-
opment, a more participatory, inclusive and equitable one, thus con-
tributing to address the structural elements that sustain the conflict. 
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So, the productive projects play a vital role on the Laboratories’ objec-
tives.

The Peace Laboratories objectives

The Peace Laboratories have an ambitious programme and multi-
dimensional goals. Its central guidelines are peace and development. 
It essentially intends to address two issues — the high level of violence 
which affects mainly the civilian population and the high levels of pov-
erty and exclusion (RUDQVIST & VAN SLUYS 2005: 27).

Thus, the Peace Laboratories have two basic axes —peace and de-
velopment—. That is quite evident in the name of the Programme it-
self, but also in its components, projects and philosophy. The Labo-
ratories have an integral approach and depart from the theoretical 
assumption that both elements are related. They are based on the be-
lief that peace is multidimensional and that in order to be sustainable, 
it must have a social, economic, political and cultural dimension. They 
intend essentially to build alternative models of peace and develop-
ment at a local and regional level. It represents an attempt to create 
the social, economic and cultural conditions to peace at a grass roots 
level. The main objective of these experiments lies in the elimination of 
the root causes of the conflict, by searching to build an enduring peace 
and sustainable development.

As Francisco de Roux, the director of the PDPMM puts it: “[it has in 
mind] to start to build regionally a process that shows that it is already 
possible in the middle of the conflict to find the alternative ways to live 
peacefully and with justice” (DE ROUX 2005: 41). The vision that sus-
tains the Peace Laboratories is basically the creation of new forms of 
human relation through the perspective of non violence, dialogue and 
civil resistance (PAX CHRISTI 2006: 48).

The model of peacebuilding of the Peace Laboratories

Considering something which intends to be a laboratory of peace it 
is crucial to define and analyse what model of peacebuilding it conveys 
and what model of peace does it stand for.

One first clue can be found in its name. When looking at the Peace 
Laboratories, the first thing that pops up and comes to one’s mind is its 
name. It is a quite relevant name. In fact, it does convey a concept and 
a message. It suggests an attempt to build something new. It implies 
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an idea of exploration, and innovation, an experiment in the field of 
peacebuilding. And these aspects are indeed quite apart of the Labora-
tories’ philosophy and concept. It tries to explore new ways of building 
peace and development at a local and regional level. It is a process in 
construction with all the people and organisations involved and with-
out a predefined or pre-established model.

Moreover, it conveys a political message from the EU. It focuses 
on peace and bases its approach on peace. It is politically relevant that 
the name peace laboratory was chosen by the EU. The European Un-
ion had —by the majority of its members and institutions— opposed to 
Plan Colombia due to its military component. With the creation of the 
Peace Laboratories, in its own name, it transmits a concept opposed to 
the military, relating the pacific with Europe and the military to the US 
(LOINGSIGH 2005).

One can identify at least four elements in the Peace Laboratory’s 
model of peacebuilding: its placement and focus on the micro level, its 
bottom-up character, its structural approach and its broad concept of 
peace.

The Peace Laboratories were designed to work at a micro level. 
The experience is intrinsically local: it is born in the local; it is structured 
and designed for the local; it develops in the local. They assume that 
the local and regional are extremely important for building a country 
in peace, especially in a place like Colombia. What is at stake is fun-
damentally the construction, at a micro level, of sustainable peace 
through the recovery of the social fabric and the attack on the socio-
economic and cultural conditions which sustain the conflict at the lo-
cal level. The fact that national peace negotiations have suffered severe 
difficulties and shown hard political limitations amplifies the signifi-
cance of these local peace initiatives (ROY 2003: 19). Besides, as refers 
the president of Vallenpaz, “It is easier to build peace at a local level 
rather than at the national level. When you have a community where 
there are different armed actors (guerrillas, paramilitaries, army, peas-
ants), it is easier to reach an agreement through concrete proposals 
for the improvement of the way of living of the people”3 (ANDRADE & 
OJED 2006: 34).

To a large extent, this corresponds to peacebuilding from below. 
The Laboratories try to build peace with the local grass roots organi-

3 “Es más fácil hacer la paz a nivel local que a nivel nacional. Cuando se plantea a 
una comunidad donde hay distintos actores armados (guerrillas, paramilitares, Ejército, 
campesinos) propuestas concretas para el mejoramiento de las condiciones de vida es 
más fácil ponerse de acuerdo.”
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zations following a bottom-up dynamic. It proposes to launch and de-
velop processes with the historically excluded sectors of the popula-
tion and to encourage these sectors to help building alternative social, 
economic and political proposals (Herrera, 2007). They view the social 
actors as fundamental players of peacebuilding and argue that civil-
ians must not be treated as passive or invisible actors. (AGUILAR 2006: 
22). It defends that peace, in order to be sustainable, has to be built 
and created from the base and that social actors have a role in con-
flict resolution. It follows the viewpoint that: “those most affected by 
violence, who understand and have to live with its consequences, are 
likely to be best the placed to find the most appropriate solutions to 
it” (MCDONALD 1997: 2). It is based on a conception of peace as not 
just a matter of elites and as a result of peace negotiations between 
warring parties.

This is a perspective which has had an increasing impor-
tance and feedback both on conflict resolution theory and practice 
(RAMSBOTHAM et al 2005: 215). Several authors, such as John Paul 
Lederach and Adam Curle, have emphasised the peacemaking role of 
the local communities. In this respect, the work of Lederach is particu-
larly relevant. This author developed an analytical framework of conflict 
and conflict resolution based on a conflict pyramid composed by three 
levels of leadership and actors. Level 1 corresponds to political and mili-
tary leaders of the conflict; level 2 to regional intermediate leaders; and 
level 3 to the population exposed to the conflict and to the grassroots 
leaders. For Lederach, all three levels, and not only the top of the pyra-
mid, are equally important in order to build peace and all must be the 
object of conflict resolution strategies (Ibidem: 221).

The third element of this Laboratory model of peacebuilding is its 
structural dimension. The Peace Laboratory action, with its inherent 
long term logic and the fact that it is orientated to the elimination of 
the root causes of the conflict, configures what could be referred to as 
a “structural conflict resolution”. In fact, it aims to transform, at the lo-
cal and regional level the structures which cause and sustain the con-
flict. A structural peace implies addressing the social structures of in-
direct violence, such as poverty, exploitation, misery, repression and 
human rights violations (GALTUNG 1996). Thus, the Peace Laboratories 
have a strong political, socio-economic and cultural focus. It pays par-
ticularly a high attention on the development issues, considered one of 
the main structural causes of the conflict and keys to solve it.

Thus, the Peace Laboratories have and promote a broad concept 
of peace and peacebuilding, one which implies much more than the 
silencing of the rifles (ANDRADE & LEÓN 2006: 31). They follow, con-
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sciously or unconsciously, voluntarily or involuntarily, a peace approach 
that can be framed within a Peace Research focus, based on an integral 
view of peace and conflict, on an emphasis on structural factors and on 
a strong link between the development themes and peace themes. Jo-
han GALTUNG’s (1996) concept of Positive Peace is particularly relevant 
and applicable in this framework. According to this Norwegian author, 
violence does not only mean physical violence and peace is not only the 
absence of war. That is a negative concept of peace. He opposes to this 
a positive concept of peace. For Galtung there is a structural and a cul-
tural dimension in violence and peace. To a large extent, and with ex-
plicit references on some of its documents, the Peace Laboratories seek 
to build and make possible a positive peace. It is a view which portrays 
peacebuilding also as a fulfilment of human rights of all three genera-
tions (ANDRADE & OJEDA 2006: 32). The wide range of projects the 
Laboratories deal with is only comprehensive within this broad concept 
of peace.

Conclusion

The Peace Laboratories have become not only the EU’s development 
aid policy and its most ambitious and primary project in Colombia (EU-
ROPEAN COMMISSION 2001), but also the core and principal instru-
ment of an EU peace approach to Colombia, based on efforts to facili-
tate a negotiated political solution to the conflict and on the definition 
of a structural strategy of attacking the root causes of the conflict.

The project represents a very original experiment in peacebuild-
ing. It actually corresponds to a peace laboratory. It seeks new paths to 
peace, an alternative form of peacebuilding, in a country which desper-
ately needs new and imaginative solutions in order to reach peace and 
which lives in an impasse in the national peace processes.

Yet, as in a real laboratory, it can take time to achieve any results, 
or it may never obtain or reproduce the formula for peace. But one has 
to emphasize and realise that it is mainly a symbolic initiative and it has 
essentially a symbolic value. It aims to show that it is possible to build 
another model of peace and development, to create another type of 
institution, another form of state, another form of life (VARGAS 2007). 
It is clear that the Laboratories, put before the gravity of the situation, 
are not enough in themselves to solve the Colombian conflict (PALE-
CHOR 2005: 45). They cannot substitute a peace process and national 
negotiations involving the state and the insurgent groups. These re-
main fundamental to resolve the Colombian conflict.
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Essentially, the Laboratories are a proposal, a seed. They try to show 
at the micro level an alternative peace and development solution. That 
proposal can be accepted or not on the mezzo and macro level. It’s up 
to the Colombian state, to the local authorities, to the armed groups 
and to Colombian society. If it doesn’t, the Laboratory impact is limited 
(GONZALEZ 2007b).

In fact, the key to the success or failure of the Laboratories lies in 
the articulation between its micro-level and the macro-level. It will de-
termine to a large extent the Laboratory’s impact. It is a vital issue and 
its greatest challenge. The Laboratories intend to have repercussions on 
the macro level. They seek to have a national impact, to be an explor-
atory and pilot experiment at a local and regional level, which can be 
replicated in other regions of the country and at a national level.

In this framework, the state plays a crucial role. Although it increas-
ingly views with some sympathy the Laboratories and Programmes and 
it provides important support and backing to the process, the state’s 
participation also poses some problems and tensions. The state, al-
though participating in it, has not subscribed to it. To a large degree, 
the Laboratory’s proposals, concept and philosophy are incompatible 
with Uribe’s democratic security policy and with its macro-economic pol-
icies. It can turn out to be a Sisyphean task to implement peace labora-
tories as the government denies the existence of a conflict and reduces 
it to an action against terrorism and drug trafficking (CAMPO 2005: 48). 
That configures one of the main limitations of the Laboratory.

Moreover, with such small projects as the ones the Laboratories 
deal with, one may argue that it can influence general regional vio-
lence and development. 42,2 million euros cannot transform a region 
like Magdalena Medio. It is irrational to think that the laboratory will 
transform the region’s structures (GONZALEZ 2007b). The Laboratory’s 
impact is thus obviously relatively marginal. Though the generic evo-
lution of the regional indicators in Magdalena Medio is positive (OPI, 
2006), it is difficult to assess to what extent the Laboratory has con-
tributed to that or if it has contributed at all. Violence is multi-causal. It 
doesn’t depend only on the Laboratory’s action. There are many factors 
and elements at stake.

However, one can point out some elements where the Laboratory’s 
action has been visibly positive:

Above all, there is a remarkable micro success. “It is moving to hear 
the peasants speak about the Programme”4 (GONZALEZ 2007b). In an 

4 “Escuchar los campesinos da ganas de llorar.”
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absolutely exasperating world of war, the Laboratories have aroused 
the peasants and given them expectations. The productive farming im-
pact of the Laboratories is manifest. But it has also played a very im-
portant cultural and social role. It has empowered civil society, stimu-
lated popular participation, and allowed marginalized social sectors like 
women, peasants and the indigenous to become more visible. Besides, 
it has stimulated a change of attitudes among the people towards ne-
gotiation, peace and tolerance (RUDQVIST & VAN SLUYS 2005: 41).

It is also relevant to mention a particular Peace Laboratory project 
—the Humanitarian Spaces—. These have become true instruments of 
civil resistance to the armed actors. Even though they don’t correspond 
to islands of peace, neither they have suppressed the conflict dynam-
ics in the regions, they have given some communities which live in very 
difficult zones a chance to survive, to organise themselves, and prevent 
forced displacement (GUTIERREZ 2007).

All in all, the Peace Laboratories convey an alternative, more com-
plex and complete conflict resolution perspective as other actors in 
the region, such as the US (MAIO-COLLICHE 2005: 37), or such as the 
governmental democratic security policies. Whatever its impact in the 
region and at the national level is, it is on track, directed at the real 
problems, to the root causes of the Colombian conflict and towards 
a politically negotiated solution. It may not be the road to peace, but 
probably not the “road to nowhere” the Talking Heads used to sing 
about either.
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Abstract

The unfulfilled expectations of post-conflict democracy as-
sistance are both palpable and disconcerting. The backsliding of 
several post-conflict states from democracy to authoritarianism, 
or even to violent conflict, has prompted a serious revision of the 
merits of democracy assistance. This article contends that a lack of 
engagement with the very values and assumptions that donors, 
practitioners and local counterparts attach to democracy assistance 
has fostered a debilitating gap between what assistance is capa-
ble of accomplishing through its strategic instruments and what 
people and partner organisations expect and demand democracy 
assistance to deliver in post-conflict countries. Considering the 
prime role that democracy plays in post-conflict peacebuilding, this 
‘capability-expectations gap’ has the potential to not only severely 
undermine the successes and credibility of post-conflict peace-
building, but also to shatter the hopes of local citizens who believe 
that international involvement will help them achieve democracy 
and peace. It is asserted that an enhanced harmonisation between 
the expectations of (a) the benefits of post-conflict democracy as-
sistance and (b) the model utilised to achieve these benefits is of 
particular salience in helping us to take steps to effectively man-
age the capability-expectations gap and ensure that the process is 
made more coherent and sustainable for all the actors involved.

Key words: democracy assistance, peacebuilding, capability-
expectations gap.
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The unfulfilled expectations of post-conflict democracy 
assistance

Since the end of the Cold War, one of the most striking aspects to 
emerge in post-conflict peacebuilding has been the prime position as-
sumed by democratisation; an approach we can term post-conflict de-
mocracy assistance. This focus has hinged on an unerring belief that 
democratic governance, provided through periodic and genuine elec-
tions, offers the most effective mechanism for managing and resolv-
ing societal tensions without recourse to violence (ANNAN 2001; 
BOUTROS-GHALI 1992, 1996).

In recent years though, this faith in democracy assistance to post-
conflict states has diminished considerably. Several gleaming examples 
of democratisation, such as Cambodia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
have proved significantly less entrenched then first thought, whilst 
countries such as Liberia, Angola and Haiti have all experienced a re-
turn to widespread violent conflict following initial democracy assist-
ance efforts. Meanwhile, so-called interventions to bring democracy to 
Iraq and Afghanistan have been met with scepticism and have resulted 
in an overall tarnishing of the concept of democracy and all external 
efforts to assist democratisation. This loss of faith in democracy assist-
ance has been further compounded by the situtaion in states such as 
China and Russia, who have not only rolled back democratic advance-
ments in their own countries, but have also become increasingly hos-
tile to the rhetoric and actions of democracy assistance. It is evident 
then, that a counterreaction to the initial heady enthusiasm about de-
mocracy assistance has emerged; a phenomenon that has been aptly 
termed ‘the backlash against democracy promotion’ (CAROTHERS 
2006). The unfulfilled expectations of post-conflict democracy assist-
ance have thus become a point of intense debate as academics and 
practitioners alike seek to enhance the sustainability of peacebuilding 
efforts.

In response to this dilemma of unfulfilled expectations an increas-
ing number of studies have called for greater attention to state institu-
tions (DIAMOND 1996; KAPSTEIN & CONVERSI 2008: 57; PARIS 2004), 
civil society (HEARN & ROBINSON 2000: 242; OTTAWAY & CAROTH-
ERS 2000) or, more recently, the role of political parties (KUMAR 2004; 
USAID 1999), as a means to better realise the aims of post-conflict de-
mocracy assistance. However, whilst the literature on democracy assist-
ance to post-conflict states has mushroomed in recent years, very few 
writers have scrutinized the underlying assumptions and expectations 
that underpin the design and conduct of these operations (RICHMOND 
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2007). For this reason, although the deficiencies and assets of many re-
cent post-conflict programmes have been examined extensively by so-
cial scientists, the normative component of post-conflict democracy as-
sistance —that is to say, the very rationale and understanding behind 
the relationship between democracy, democratisation and peace— has 
been a neglected theme in research. Employing a capability-expecta-
tions gap (CEG) approach to post-conflict democracy assistance for 
the first time, this article contends that a lack of engagement with the 
very values and assumptions that donors, practitioners and local coun-
terparts attach to democracy assistance has fostered a debilitating gap 
between what assistance is capable of accomplishing through its stra-
tegic instruments (i.e. capabilities) and what people and partner organ-
isations expect and demand democracy assistance to deliver in post-
conflict countries (i.e. expectations). Considering the prime role that 
democracy plays in post-conflict peacebuilding, this ‘capability-expec-
tations gap’ has the potential to not only severely undermine the suc-
cesses and credibility of post-conflict peacebuilding, but also to shatter 
the hopes and aspirations of the citizens of war-torn states who believe 
that international involvement will help them achieve democracy and 
peace.

In the light of this situation, it is crucial that research probes 
deeper into the values and meanings that are attached to democ-
racy and contrasts these with the actual capabilities of democracy 
assistance. What exactly are the expectations of democracy, democ-
ratisation, and peace that are held by those who design and im-
plement post-conflict democracy assistance programmes? How do 
these match up to the capabilities at their disposal? And how can an 
awareness of a gap between capabilities and expectations help us de-
velop more appropriate strategies for post-conflict democracy assist-
ance? This chapter will provide insights to these questions in the fol-
lowing four sections. First, the parameters of post-conflict democracy 
assistance and its chief proponents will be outlined. Second, the the-
ory of the CEG will be introduced and its utility to post-conflict de-
mocracy assistance will be evaluated. Third, a theoretical framework 
of how a CEG evolves in post-conflict democracy assistance will be 
proposed. Finally, the chapter will conclude with a consideration of 
the prime causes of a CEG, and suggest ways in which the gap can 
be best managed in order to increase the likelihood that international 
assistance will contribute positively to democratic consolidation and 
sustainable peace.
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What is post-conflict democracy assistance?

By the end of the 1990s, the term ‘democracy assistance’ had 
acquired increasing and extensive usage in academic literature, and 
became a natural part of the rhetoric of the foreign policies and de-
velopment programmes of Western countries. Yet despite this grow-
ing recognition, the term has rarely been clearly or comprehensively 
defined. Typically the term is used with the assumption that the 
reader will automatically understand the meaning; however, such 
casual usage can cause confusion, especially as other terms can be 
used to describe similar phenomenon, such as the oft-used label of 
‘democracy promotion’, as well as other variants including ‘devel-
opment aid’, ‘political aid’, ‘democracy support’, ‘democracy aid’, 
and ‘support for democratic development’ (BURNELL 2000b: 3). As 
such, it is critically important that researchers are cognizant of the 
breadth of meanings attached to democracy assistance by different 
people, and that they are precise in their own usage and definition 
of the term.

Democracy assistance can be defined as: ‘the nonprofit transfer 
of funds, expertise, and material to foster democratic groups, initia-
tives and institutions that are working for a more democratic society’ 
(De ZEEUW & KUMAR 2006: 20) These transfers are usually funded 
through governmental development agencies, such as the United 
States Agency for International Development (USAID) or the UK’s De-
partment for International Development (DfID). The programmes them-
selves are undertaken by a diverse group of inter-governmental organi-
sations (IGOs), non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and, to a lesser 
extent, through bi-lateral agreements. Chief amongst the IGOs are the 
Organisation for Cooperation and Security in Europe (OSCE), the Eu-
ropean Union (EU), and the Organisation of American States (OAS). 
The most prominent NGOs include the Carter Center, the International 
Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES) and the Centre for Electoral 
Promotion and Advice (CAPEL). In addition, within a given country, 
there will also be a range of local counterparts who receive democracy 
funding including electoral commissions, state institutions, civil society 
groups, media groups and political parties.

It is possible to frame the actions of these organisations within a 
broader democracy assistance pyramid, which comprises three levels, 
namely: (1) democracy assistance donors, (those who fund, frame and 
evaluate the programme); (2) democracy assistance practitioners (those 
who implement the programmes in the field); and, (3) democracy as-
sistance counterparts (those who are the beneficiaries of the aid and 

© University of Deusto - ISBN 978-84-9830-475-6



 POST-CONFLICT DEMOCRACY ASSISTANCE AND THE CAPABILITY-EXPECTATIONS GAP 153

utilise the aid on a local basis). A visual representation of this system is 
offered below:

Democracy Assistance Donors
Frame democracy assistance programmes; act 

as bridge between national/international govern-
ments and the field; fund programmes; evaluate 
programme

e.g. USAID, DfID, EIDHR

Democracy Assistance Practitioners
Tender for funding; design detailed programmes to carry out 

general objectives; are responsible for the hiring of field staff; 
conduct operations in the field exclusive of authors; responsi-
ble for ensuring project delivery

e.g. NDI, Carter Center, IFES, CAPEL

Democracy Assistance Local Counterparts
Direct recipients of democracy aid within a given country; receive train-

ing and advice from providers; are responsible for delivery of local projects 
and training of local citizens/staff.

e.g. Electoral commissions, state institutions, civil society organisations, 
etc.

Fig. 1. The Democracy Assistance Pyramid

Furthermore, it is essential that the distinction between democracy 
assistance and democracy promotion is established. Although democ-
racy promotion is often used interchangeably with democracy assist-
ance, the latter should be recognised as only a small and distinct part 
of a much broader democracy promotion approach. As the table below 
illustrates, democracy promotion comprises several instruments, both 
positive and negative, both explicit and implicit, of which democracy 
assistance is only one distinct part. On the negative side, you have di-
rect military action, which includes armed intervention to promote de-
mocracy, and can be either explicit (to install a democratic regime, as in 
Afghanistan) or implicit (to curb an anti-democratic regime, as in the 
first Iraq war). In addition, there is also the explicit tool of negative po-
litical conditionality, or ‘naming and shaming’, in which membership of 
international organisations may be suspended, economic sanctions ap-
plied, and embargoes enforced. On the positive side, you have the im-
plicit instrument of classical development aid which seeks to foster im-
proved socio-economic conditions, which, by consequence, may lead 
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to democratic developments. Additionally, there is the positive instru-
ment of international interim administrations, as was the case in East 
Timor, where the democratic transition is directly controlled and man-
aged in its entirety by international actors. There is also the explicit in-
strument of positive political conditionality, which can include offers of 
membership in intergovernmental organisations, security guarantees, 
or economic and trade benefits.

Finally, on the positive side, there is the distinct instrument of de-
mocracy assistance. Democracy assistance differs from all other forms 
of democracy promotion in several ways. First, it is distinct from military 
action insofar that it does not ‘enforce’ democracy, and form interna-
tional interim administration insofar that it does not ‘manage’ democ-
racy. Second, democracy assistance is directed exclusively at fostering 
democracy, as opposed to classical development aid where democracy 
is usually only a secondary concern. Third, democracy assistance is dis-
tinct from positive political conditionality insofar that it encompasses 
direct and active measures, rather than passive tools. Democracy as-
sistance can be further differentiated from political conditionality inso-
far that it is neither a reward nor a punishment, neither a carrot nor a 
stick, but rather a ‘booster’ to internal groups that are already working 
towards democratisation. Indeed, democracy assistance explicitly recog-
nises that ‘the primary motive force for democratisation is and must be 
internal to the country in question’ (BURNELL 2000b: 9), and that the 
exclusive intention is ‘to help domestic actors achieve what they have 
already decided they want for themselves’ (CAROTHERS 2007: 22).

Explicit Instruments Implicit Instruments

Positive 
Instruments

— Democracy assistance
— Positive political conditionality
— International interim administrations

Classical develop-
ment aid

Negative 
Instruments

— Negative political conditionality
— Military action

Military action

Fig. 2. Democracy Promotion Instruments 
(table developed from: HUBER 2008: 46)

The capability-expectations gap theory

The concept of a capability-expectations gap (CEG) was first artic-
ulated by Christopher Hill in 1993 in relation to the Common Foreign 
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and Security Policy (CFSP) of the European Union. Hill’s initial aim was 
not only ‘to look at the functions which the European Community (EC) 
might be fulfilling in the international system, but also to look at the 
perceptions which are held of its role by third parties’ (HILL 1993: 306). 
In Hill’s approach, capabilities are considered to be comprised of con-
ventional instruments (for example, diplomacy), underlying resources 
(for example, wealth), and cohesiveness (‘the capacity to reach a collec-
tive decision and stick to it’). Expectations, meanwhile, are considered 
to be ‘those ambitions or demands of the EU’s international behaviour 
which derive from both inside and outside the Union.’ Upon analysis of 
these two factors, Hill then claimed that a gap had emerged between 
capabilities and expectations due to significant differences between: 
‘the myriad hopes and demands of the EU as an international actor, 
and its relatively limited ability to deliver.’ Moreover, Hill argued that 
the existence of such a gap was ‘dangerous’ as it: ‘could lead to de-
bates over false possibilities both within the EU and between the Union 
and external supplicants. It would also be likely to produce a dispropor-
tionate degree of disillusion and resentment when hopes were inevita-
bly dashed’ (HILL 1997: 8).

Hill’s analysis proved a benchmark within studies of European for-
eign policy and spawned significant debate and follow-up articles 
(CAMERON 2002; LUNG 2007; TULMETS 2007). Moreover, the concept 
possessed significant scope to be applied to a broader range of topics. 
As Hill wrote, the ‘CEG is not a uniquely European phenomenon. It can 
also be found in the UN, in the OSCE, in trilateralism, in Saddam’s Iraq 
and in every American Presidential election’ (HILL 1997: 25-26). Nev-
ertheless, despite this obvious cross-over appeal to other international 
actor strategies, the concept has remained largely confined to the EU 
(exceptions include: BURES 2007; LAPPIN 2003). It is argued here, how-
ever, that this is a concept which has a strong resonance with the chal-
lenges faced in democracy assistance to post-conflict societies. Indeed, 
like the EU, the democracy assistance community, although with a less 
defined membership, also encompasses a disparate group of members 
who each have their own agendas linked to their host nation concerns, 
different cultural backgrounds and different interpretations of democ-
racy. Furthermore, there is also a similarity in terms of both the norma-
tive magnetism of their liberal-meliorist strategic objectives, and the 
fact that capabilities are heavily constrained by what national govern-
ments are willing to contribute and the extent to which decisions can 
be collectively agreed upon.

Additionally, it is of note that the CEG is not a static approach, but 
that it also possesses the merit of a yardstick by which changes might 
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be monitored, measured and evaluated at different points in time. As 
Hill writes: ‘If we accept the premise that expectations and resources 
can get out of line —a familiar enough proposition in most walks of 
life— then it should be possible to see whether a chasm has narrowed 
to a fissure, or whether something that was once bridgeable has now 
widened to the proportions of a Grand Canyon’ (HILL 1997: 2). Con-
sidering the rapid rise of democracy assistance in post-conflict peace-
bulding during the past twenty years, the CEG approach offers a fur-
ther benefit of being able to analyse how approaches have evolved in 
response to the various challenges encountered in the field.

Finally, it is stressed that the utility of the CEG to post-conflict de-
mocracy assistance is at its greatest when an inductive approach to the-
ory is assumed. An inductive strategy, by: ‘keeping structure to a mini-
mum is supposed to enhance the opportunity of genuinely revealing 
the perspectives of the people you are studying’ (BRYMAN 2004: 282). 
As Patti Lather comments: ‘data must be allowed to generate proposi-
tions in a dialectical manner that permits the use of an a priori theoreti-
cal framework, but which keeps a particular framework from becoming 
the container into which data must be poured’ (LATHER 1986: 267). As 
such, the CEG should be seen as a theoretical lens, or sensitising tool, 
to provide ‘a general sense of reference and guidance in approaching 
empirical instances’ (BLUMER 1954: 7). Indeed, such a position is in 
tune with Hill’s original understanding of the CEG as a pre-theoretical 
tool that can help us to foster general ideas and arguments that, in or-
der to understand a phenomenon more accurately, without attempt-
ing to provide a general explanatory model characteristic of theory 
proper (HILL 1993: 306). That is not to say the approach is entirely de-
void of predictive qualities, in fact, an understanding of the extent of 
a CEG can certainly serve as a significant warning for coming difficul-
ties. However, as Hill writes: ‘prediction is a relatively trivial matter com-
pared to understanding’ and: ‘it is more important to know whether 
the two sides of the equation are still out of balance, and… whether 
presence or reputation have been severely damaged as a result’ (HILL 
1997: 24). It is this understanding of the CEG, specifically as a theoreti-
cal lens, that guides this approach.

Developing a CEG approach to post-conflict democracy assistance

It is considered that the CEG can be readily applied to post-conflict 
democracy assistance and additionally developed to provide a unique 
approach to exploring and improving upon democracy assistance strat-

© University of Deusto - ISBN 978-84-9830-475-6



 POST-CONFLICT DEMOCRACY ASSISTANCE AND THE CAPABILITY-EXPECTATIONS GAP 157

egies to countries emerging from violent conflict. In particular, it is be-
lieved that a CEG approach can assist with the identification and un-
derstanding of the nature of the factors that influence both capabilities 
and expectations, and to ascertain what the likely consequences of a 
CEG may be. As a means of further clarifying a CEG approach to de-
mocracy assistance, the original conceptual framework that Hill out-
lined will now be elaborated upon through the diagram below, before 
being described in further detail thereafter.

c) Democracy
Assistance System

Attemped realisation of
inputs (1) and (2) into

strategies through inter- &
intra- level relationships

of the democracy pyramid

d) Outputs
The strategy results: foussed on “the democracy template”:
— Elections (and political parties)
— State Institutions
— Civil Society

e) Gap
Divergence
between (b)
inputs and (d)
output is
explained by an
imbalance
between inputs
(1) and (2)

b) Input (1)
— Democracy
— Democratisation
— Benefits

b) Input (2)
— Instruments
— Resources
— Cohesiveness

a) Contest
— Internal
— External

f) Feedback
Formal and informal 
evaluations of system

Fig. 3. The Democracy Assistance System

Context

The context which frames the democracy assistance system can be 
divided into two levels; the internal and the external.
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Internal context

Historically, the most dominant academic theories of what contrib-
uted towards a successful democratic transition stressed the following 
variety of issues: internal, domestic preconditions: economic moderni-
sation (LIPSET 1959: 17; PRZEWORSKI et al. 2000); a history of plural-
ism (REYCHLER 1999); class structures (MOORE 1966; RUESCHEMYER 
et al. 1992); levels of education (HADENIUS 1992; ROWEN 1995); de-
gree of ethnic fragmentation (LINZ & STEPAN 1996); religion (HADEN-
IUS 1992; ZAKARIA 2004: 148-150); the prevalence of Western values 
(HUNTINGTON 1997: 6). Regardless of the explanation favoured, what 
united these theories was the emphasis that democratisation is heavily 
dependent on the existence of certain internal preconditions.

In addition, the specific internal characteristics of a post-conflict 
country also merit consideration. Post-conflict contexts are by their very 
nature highly-charged, dynamic and often dangerous places. Here, de-
mocracy assistance organisations face an especially unique and daunt-
ing task, having to operate in hostile environments, with limited infra-
structure, with societies deeply traumatised and polarised from war, 
and under significant pressure to illustrate a positive move towards 
peaceful, democratic governance in a short time-frame (KUMAR 2000: 
192-3; KUMAR & DE ZEEUW 2006: 7-8).

External context

External efforts to promote democracy were traditionally viewed 
with pessimism. Indeed, writing in 1984, Samuel Huntington declared 
that: ‘the ability of the US to affect the development of democracy 
elsewhere is limited’ (Huntington 1984: 218). However, the end of the 
Cold War in 1989 and the apparent triumph of liberal democracy con-
tributed to a widespread ideological consensus that liberal democ-
racy, irrespective of internal preconditions, was the best political system 
available. As Fareed Zakaria has commented, democracy ‘has become 
the standard form of government for all mankind’ (ZAKARIA 2004: 13). 
This viewpoint found its most famous expression in Francis Fukuyama’s 
The End of History thesis and, although contentious, its emphasis on 
democracy as the optimum form of governance was broadly accepted 
and seamlessly translated into peacebuilding strategies (FUKUYAMA 
1992). As Eric Brahm has written, ‘once warring sides have reached a 
ceasefire, democracy is seen as uniquely suited to provide a peaceful 
means for power and influence’ (BRAHM 2004). In turn, theories ex-
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pounding the role of external factors became more acceptable. One 
such argument is that the widespread presence of democracies have 
served as agents of diffusion which have spread international norms 
of democracy (HUNTINGTON 1991; STARR 1991). The concept of dif-
fusion has been summarised in policy statements, such as George W. 
Bush’s declaration that: ‘a new regime in Iraq would serve as a dra-
matic and inspiring example of freedom for other nations in the region’ 
(BUSH 2003). Indeed, in an increasingly globalised world of advanced 
technology, travel and communications, it has become: ‘increasingly 
difficult even for highly autocratic regimes to prevent the demonstrable 
effects [of globalism] reaching their own society’ (BURNELL 2000b: 7). 
Additionally, there has been a notable increase of literature concerning 
the value of military intervention to promote democracy, and although 
some authors are in support of this (PECENY 1999), the majority re-
main sceptical about the long-term benefits (BUENO DE MESQUITA & 
DOWNS 2006). Moreover, the Westphalian principle of non-interfer-
ence has been subject to reinterpretation, with rights to democracy and 
peace now frequently trumping state sovereignty (BUXTON 2006). For 
example, the OSCE declares that: ‘participating states emphasise that 
issues relating to human rights, fundamental freedoms, democracy, 
and the rule of law are of international concern… and do not belong 
exclusively to the internal affairs of the state concerned’ (CSCE 1991). 
All of these factors have provided a platform for deliberate, external ef-
forts to foster democratisation to be pursued more vigorously.

Finally, democracy assistance organisations themselves are influ-
enced by the wider external context and are often subject to outside 
pressures to assist with thedemocratic transitions of countries, irrespec-
tive of whether the organisation is either ready or capable of assisting. 
Indeed, spurred on by the apparent triumph of liberal democracy, de-
mocracy assistance organisations have become the actors of first re-
sort for all prospective transitions, regardless of the suitability of those 
countries or their likelihood of sustaining democracy. This is particularly 
true of countries emerging from civil war, where efforts to aid a dem-
ocratic transition are an unavoidable task mandated by peace agree-
ments, often at short notice and often with little time for preparation. 
Indeed, from the outset, democracy assistance efforts have developed 
largely as a response to international events and external demands and 
expectations; in other words they have been reactive rather than proac-
tive (CAROTHERS 1999: 44). Thus, explanations of democracy assist-
ance require an appreciation of how global events cause the democ-
racy assistance community to respond to external stimuli (BURNELL 
2008: 428).
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Internal versus external contexts

The movement towards considering the role of external factors is 
important and contributes to an erosion of the rather elitist belief that 
democracy is limited to a precise set of countries that enjoy auspicious 
social, economic and cultural conditions. This is not to undermine the 
importance of domestic conditions which remain hugely influential; 
rather, it is simply becoming clearer that it is a combination of the in-
ternal and external contexts that determine the success of a demo-
cratic transition. In fact, ‘it was always the case that even the most ap-
parently self-contained of democratic regimes were constructed on 
the basis of norms and values that originated and persisted in a wider 
world of ideas’ (WHITEHEAD 2004: 145). Therefore, ‘it is not a matter 
of whether external or domestic factors are more important but rather 
what is the combined effect of these endogenous and external ele-
ments’ (RIEFFER & MERCER 2005: 388). This shift is particularly salient 
to post-conflict peacebuilding where democracy will be attempted irre-
spective of conditional factors such as per capita income.

Inputs

The inputs of the democracy assistance system are also comprised 
of two parts, namely capabilities and expectations. In a post-conflict 
transition these two inputs are inextricably linked together within a 
short and precise timeframe, which is the drafting of the peace agree-
ment. It should be noted that expectations are the primary input (so 
that a normative agreement for peace is reached first) and that the 
capabilities are a secondary, yet also high-ranking, consideration (in 
other words, what means are available to reach the desired ends). It 
is posited that regardless of the capabilities available, it is very rare 
that formal expectations will be lowered, that is to say that no goal 
less than peace —and one achieved through democracy— will be de-
clared.

It is also of note that each actor —be it a donor, a practitioner, or 
a local counterpart— will have different capabilities and expectations 
of democracy assistance due to their different entry point into the con-
text. Moreover, the existence of further divergences within expecta-
tions or capabilities in each of the categories of actor should not be 
discounted. For example, American and European democracy assist-
ance providers may have very different definitions of democracy itself; 
whereas expectations of local partners may well differ between a po-

© University of Deusto - ISBN 978-84-9830-475-6



 POST-CONFLICT DEMOCRACY ASSISTANCE AND THE CAPABILITY-EXPECTATIONS GAP 161

litical party and a civil society organisation. Similarly, there may be dis-
crepancies between the coherence of decision making within a multi-
member European Union and a single state such as the US; whereas 
internationally supported civil society groups may be able to hire more 
qualified people than a small political party due to greater financial re-
sources. Naturally, capabilities and expectations will also be subject to 
change over time.

Expectations

Expectations can be summarised: as ‘those ambitions or demands 
of the [democracy assistance community] which derive from both in-
side and outside the [community]’ (HILL 1997: 8). Expectations are a 
crucial aspect of democracy assistance and can be many, varied and ill-
defined, embracing perceptions of the ends (model of democracy), the 
means (method of democratisation), and the benefits of democracy 
(for example, peace, prosperity or realisation of human rights).

In respect of the model of democracy, expectations have typi-
cally focussed on minimalist models rather than maximalist ones2. The 
former has been defined by Joseph Schumpeter as: ‘that institutional 
arrangement for arriving at political decisions in which individuals ac-
quire the power to decide by means of a competitive struggle for the 
people’s vote’ (SCHUMPETER 1947: 269). Several other influential au-
thorities also favour the minimalist, electoral-based approach (DAHL 
1971; HUNTINGTON 1991: 7; PRZEWORSKI et al. 2000). In contrast, 
maximalist democracy emphasises the normative underpinnings and 
the substantive virtues of democracy and tends to stress the impor-
tance of participation, citizenship, and political activity (BARBER 1984: 
xiv; HELD 1996; YOUNG 2000: 3). An example, of the preference for 
minimalist models is evident in the naming of the international insti-
tutions formed to support democratisation. For instance, in 1990 the 
OSCE created the Office for Free Elections, whilst in 1991, the UN cre-
ated a similar organ, the Electoral Assistance Unit. As democratic tran-
sitions began to stagnate, efforts were made to broaden the approach 
and include more substantive elements and funds allocated solely for 
electoral assistance gradually reduced (ROBINSON 1995; YOUNGS 
2007: 68). Nevertheless, elections have remained: ‘the overriding ob-

2 This distinction between models of democracy, these has been variously referred 
to as “narrow”/“broad”, “political”/“developmental”, “minimalist”/“participatory”, 
and “proceduralist”/“classical” amongst others.
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jective under which all other international activities are subsumed’ 
(JEONG 2005: 103). Finally, it is of note that discussions of models of 
models of democracy have tended to be Western-oriented and have 
generally excluded considerations of local expectations and appropria-
tions of democracy (KARLSTROM 1996; PALEY 2002).

Expectations on the method of democratisation were, for a long 
period of time, viewed in universal, simplistic and self-evident terms, 
resting on the classical model of liberalisation, transition, and consoli-
dation (O’DONNELL et al. 1986). Liberalisation referred to a relaxa-
tion of power in a non-democratic country, allowing opposition and 
pro-democratic groups to organise. Transition encompassed the dis-
mantling of the old regime and the formation of a democratic gov-
ernment through founding elections. Consolidation, although more 
disputed, broadly referred to a general consensus within the country 
that democracy was the only viable option for governance and the 
exercise of power (REYCHLER 2001; SCHEDLER 1998). This simplifi-
cation is amplified by a tendency of democracy assistance organisa-
tions to focus on success stories and overestimate their capacity to in-
itiate change. Until recently, the USAID website declared (Quoted in: 
KNACK 2004: 252):

There were 58 democratic nations in 1980. By 1995, this number 
had jumped to 115 nations. USAID provided democracy and govern-
ance assistance to 36 of the 57 nations that successfully made the 
transition to a democratic government during this period.

Although the need to emphasise the positive aspects of their 
work in order to secure future funding may be understandable, such 
statements can severely skew the reality of democracy assistance. As 
Stephen Knack explains, ‘obviously the fact that many aid recipients 
have become more democratic does not by itself imply cause and ef-
fect’ (KNACK 2004: 252). Moroever, when quick and straightforward 
results are not acheived, disillusionment with democracy assistance is 
likely to be higher due to the complexity of the process never being 
thoroughly appreciated.

Formal expectations of the benefits of democracy assistance have 
consistently proven very high and represent a broad range of expecta-
tions from peace, to development and human rights. Expectations of 
peace are illustrated in a string of policy statements made in both the 
US and Europe. For example, Bill Clinton declared, in 1995: that ‘ulti-
mately the best strategy to ensure our security and to build a durable 
peace is to support the advance of democracy everywhere’ (CLINTON 
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1995). In 2001, the EU declared ‘its determination to promote stable, 
democratic environments, founded on the full enjoyment of human 
rights’ (COUNCIL OF THE EUROPEAN UNION 2001). Similarly, Kofi An-
nan has stated that ‘there are many good reasons for promoting de-
mocracy, not least —in the eyes of the United Nations— is that, when 
sustained over time, it is a highly effective means of preventing con-
flict, both within and between states’ (ANNAN 2000). The high ex-
pectations for democracy in helping to foster peace are also evident in 
the very formulation of peace agreements. Many peace agreements, 
such as the 1992 Chapultepec Agreements of El Salvador and the 
2002 Global and All-Inclusive Agreement of the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, stress the central role of democracy and affirm that popu-
lar elections will be held within a given timeframe as an illustration of 
a country’s transition towards democracy and peace. These expecta-
tions are founded on international and domestic motivations. On an 
international level, this expectation draws upon the ‘democratic peace 
theory,’ which posits that dyads of democratic states are considerably 
less likely to fight one another than dyads made up of non-democra-
cies, or a combination of a democracy and a non-democracy (DOYLE 
1983; GLEDITSCH and HEGRE 1997: 307). On a domestic level, sev-
eral authors argue that democracies are significantly less likely to ex-
perience domestic disturbances because they promote: ‘the develop-
ment of a domestic culture and norms that emphasise rational debate, 
toleration, negotiation of differences, conciliation, and conflict reso-
lution’ (REYCHLER 2001: 216; RUMMEL 1995: 4; ZARTMAN 1993: 
327). However, such expectations have come under fire from several 
authorities who have convincingly demonstrated that although demo-
cratic states may be more peaceful, this is not necessarily true ‘in this 
transitional phase of democratisation, [where] countries become more 
aggressive and war-prone, not less, and they do fight wars with other 
democratic states’ (MANSFIELD & SNYDER 1995: 5). This position is 
supported by several other studies (FEARON & LAITIN 2003; MULLER & 
WEEDE 1990), and typically posits that in the absence of: an effective 
state; political opposition parties; news media; and, the rule of law, 
political opportunists will find it easy to employ belligerent nationalism 
as a means of manipulating domestic support (KUMAR & DE ZEEUW 
2006; ZAKARIA 2004). Indeed, we only have to look at the mid-1990s 
and the conflict in the Balkans and Russia’s war with Chechnya to con-
cur with Luc Reychler’s contention that: ‘the devil is in the transition’ 
(REYCHLER 1999). Nevertheless, the total absence of wars between 
democratic states remains a compelling —and perhaps the most im-
portant— reason why expectations for post-conflict democracy assist-
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ance remain so high. Indeed, not only is the proposition empirically 
robust, but, as James Ray notes, it is also ‘psychologically persuasive’ 
(RAY 1998: 6).

Since the 9/11 terrorist attacks, democracy assistance has also been 
viewed as a distinct and vital method in combating international terror-
ism. It is considered that democracy lowers the costs of achieving po-
litical goals through legal means, thus, deterring groups from pursu-
ing costly illegal terrorist activities (EYERMAN 1998; ROSS 1993). The 
acceptance of this argument is reflected in statements such as Bush’s 
claim that democracy assistance is necessary: ‘to help change the con-
ditions that give rise to extremism and terror’ (BUSH 2005). However, a 
closer examination of the empirical connection between terrorism and 
democracy illustrates that the relationship is much more complex and 
that it is probably too premature to confidently attribute any future re-
duction in international terrorism to the promotion of democracy over-
seas (GAUSE III 2005; LI 2004). Moreover, it has been argued that the 
democracy ‘brand’ has in fact been damaged by people manipulat-
ing the term for interests which have very little connection to people 
power, thus lowering public expectations both domestically and inter-
nationally (MOORE 2007).

In addition to the ‘peace dividend,’ there has also been an in-
creasing belief that democracy will contribute to economic devel-
opment and social equality. This attitude is perhaps best expressed 
by an OECD policy document, which stated that ‘it has become in-
creasingly apparent that there is a vital connection between open, 
democratic and accountable systems of governance and respect for 
human rights, and the ability to achieve sustained economic and so-
cial development’ (OECD 1995: 5). This is a position shared by the 
UN, with Boutros Boutros-Ghali proclaiming that: ‘peace, develop-
ment and democracy are inextricably linked’ (BOUTROS-GHALI 1996: 
116). Similarly, the link between democracy and human rights has 
been increasingly pushed. Illustrative of this are comments made by 
Bush in respect of Afghanistan: ‘Afghans approved a new constitu-
tion that protects the right of all Afghan citizens, including women... 
[it] respects tradition and establishes a foundation of modern political 
rights, including free speech, due process, and a vote for every citi-
zen’ (BUSH 2004). Such sentiments are evident at a grassroots level, 
with the voting public often demanding rapid and real improvements 
in their quality of life. However, fledgling democracies often lack the 
state capacity to make such swift improvements, and this can have 
an adverse effect on peace as well as expectations of democracy. For 
example, studies have illustrated a compelling ‘relationship between 
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widespread popular unrest in the cities of the developing world… 
and the process of economic and social transformation’ (WALTON & 
SEDDON 1994: 3).

Capabilities

Hill provides a typology of capabilities that is divided into 3 sub-
parts, (1) instruments, (2) resources, and (3) cohesiveness.

Instruments refer to the methods employed to reach goals and, for 
democracy assistance, include options such as: training; study tours; 
logistics assistance: technical advice; direct management; mediation; 
public legitimation; and, a range of financial assistance from covering 
purchase costs to underwriting activities. These instruments offer vari-
ety and breadth, and have certainly improved over time, even if many 
push for further improvements. However, a pivotal constraint on instru-
ments lies in the reluctance to utilise more ‘political’ approaches. It has 
been argued that a significant degree of the problems faced in transi-
tional countries are not because of a lack of technical know-how, but 
due to the politicisation of key institutions such as the media and elec-
toral commissions. Many authorities note a need to purposefully en-
gage with the power relations in a target country (BURNELL 2007; 
SANTISO 2002), and questions have been raised about: ‘the extent to 
which democracy can be enhanced through the “positive” route of 
aid projects without attendant critical diplomatic purchase’ (DE ZEEUW 
2007: 127). However, there is a notable reluctance to address such is-
sues for fears of losing the neutrality that is considered central to the 
public acceptance of democracy assistance.

Resources constitute: the budget; equipment; time; personnel; 
and, quality of human capital made available for a democracy assist-
ance programme. Budgets for democracy assistance quickly increased 
following the end of the Cold War. For example, US funding jumped 
from around $150m per year under Ronald Reagan to around $700m 
under Clinton (CAROTHERS 2004: 39-43). By the turn of the millen-
nium, overall global funding was estimated at around $2billion per 
year, about half coming from private and public sources in the US and 
half from largely public sources in Europe (YOUNGS et al. 2006). How-
ever, a precise understanding of resources is undermined by the lack of 
any standardised or easily comparable classifications of democracy aid 
across countries. Moreover, because democracy has become increas-
ingly viewed as central to peacebuilding, almost any international as-
sistance effort that addresses any perceived or real peacebuilding or 
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development issue can arguably be labelled ‘democracy assistance.’ 
Indeed, it has been posited that some development agencies sim-
ply renamed their traditional development programmes as ‘democ-
racy assistance’ to demonstrate that they were in tune with fashion-
able governance themes (BURNELL 2000a: 339). Finally, it is also worth 
stressing that democracy assistance funding remains a fraction of other 
areas of public spending such as defence3.

Many authorities have additionally called for a longer term com-
mitment with the target country, asserting that ‘it can take years, even 
decades, to nurse political and social institutions that can promote and 
strengthen democracy’ (KUMAR 2000: 205). It has also been stressed 
that for assistance to be credible it must be sustained and that ‘one-
shot’ assistance is usually not well-absorbed (McMAHON 2002). Ad-
ditionally, assistance should preferably arrive much earlier in the transi-
tion process (ELLIS et al. 2006). However, although in agreement with 
the need for a more sustained engagement, De Zeeuw notes that such 
calls are ‘tantamount to wishful thinking’ (2007: 97).

Cohesiveness can be classed as: ‘the capacity to reach a collective 
decision and stick to it’ (HILL 1997: 8). Within certain domains, there 
have been positive steps in fostering cohesion, for example, with the 
signing of the Declaration of Principles for International Election Obser-
vation (UNITED NATIONS 2005). However, there remains a clear neces-
sity for enhanced coordination and harmonisation amongst donors (EL-
LIS et al. 2006; RAKNER et al. 2007). Indeed, ‘whereas in other fields of 
development assistance, cooperation among donors is the norm, do-
nor coordination and cooperation is not a standard practice as far as 
democracy assistance is concerned’ (GREEN & KOHL 2007: 157). Over-
coming donor fragmentation, it is argued, would increase cost-effec-
tiveness of aid by avoiding the duplication of efforts and by allowing 
for a deeper, joint understanding of the local dynamics (MCMAHON 
2002).

In addition, there is also a need for more consistency in the focus 
of democracy assistance. For example, it has been noted that: ‘the in-
coherent and inconsistent pursuit of aims such as democracy promo-
tion’ does not contribute positively to the image of external assistance 
(SMITH 2007: 129). We have already seen how a lack of consistency 
and integrity in application can adversely affect perceptions of democ-
racy assistance, but it can also have practical disadvantages in terms 

3 For example, the US defence budget is typically estimated at above $400bn, in 
comparison to the most optimistic estimations of US democracy assistance of $1bn.
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of lessons not being learned and ‘reinventing the wheel’ on every mis-
sion. Burnell notes that assistance should retain a flexibility to adapt to 
the local context, but that: ‘this is not an argument for amateurism, for 
a wasteful duplication of effort or the kind of collective amnesia that 
would allow remediable weaknesses in emerging democracies to “fall 
through the cracks”’ (BURNELL 2000a: 343).

The democracy assistance system

Democracy assistance as a system of external relations is a collective 
enterprise in which independent organisations conduct partly common, 
and partly separate, international actions. In practice, what is being an-
alysed here is how the inputs in terms of both capabilities and expecta-
tions are translated into strategies that seek to find an optimal balance 
between these two forms of inputs.

Outputs

Outputs refer to the strategic actions of democracy assistance. 
Despite the variety of countries that are targeted for democracy as-
sistance, both post-conflict or otherwise, it has been argued by sev-
eral writers that standard and consistent operational outputs exists 
(CAROTHERS 1999: 85-86). Carothers was one of the first to detail 
what he refers to as ‘the democracy template,’ arguing that it com-
prises of three core elements; elections, state institutions, and civil so-
ciety. This template has been supported by several other writers, who, 
although tweaking the names and content of the categories, have 
proposed largely similar models (FINKEL et al. 2007; JEONG 2005; 
LABONTE 2003; PARIS 2004). Melissa Labonte notes a shift in empha-
sis on each of the components over time and is supported by Caroth-
ers and OTTOWAY (2000: 4-6) who argue that three distinct phases of 
democracy assistance are discernable, beginning with a focus on elec-
tions, before shifting to a ‘top-down’ emphasis on state institutions in 
the early-1990s, and culminating in a ‘bottom-up’ emphasis on civil so-
ciety during the mid-1990s. Throughout all these phases though, the 
emphasis on elections has remained dominant.

A review of the literature illustrates that opinion is divided about 
the impact of the outputs of democracy assistance, from positive 
through negligible to negative effects. DE ZEEUW and Luc VAN DE 
GOOR (2006: 281) claim the impact of democracy assistance has been: 
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The Democracy Template

Element Areas of Assistance

Elections 
and Political 

Parties

Design of electoral system; good administration of elec-
tions; voter education; election observation; election media-
tion; professional political parties 

State 
Institutions 

Written constitutions (emphasising consent of the gov-
erned); separation of powers, rule of law, respect for political 
and civil rights

Civil Society
Diverse, active and independent civil society; Emphasis on 

advocacy (e.g. human rights, women’s rights); independent 
media; trade unions

Fig. 4. The Democracy Template

‘mixed but predominantly positive’, FINKEL et al. (2007: 436) claim 
there has been ‘a moderate but consistent worldwide effect’, whilst, 
on the flipside, KNACK (2004: 251) has categorically claimed that ‘no 
evidence is found that aid promotes democracy’.

The reality is that measuring democratic outputs is a highly prob-
lematic area and, even if progress is achieved, it is difficult to attribute 
specific outcomes to particular stimuli (McMAHON 2002). As the likes 
of Green have explained, identifying programme impact in a context of 
multiple programmes, donors and national and global political and eco-
nomic conditions presents major difficulties. Moreover, there is also the 
problem of counterfactuals, making it difficult to justify claims of suc-
cess, when it is unknown what would have happened in the absence 
of a programme. Nevertheless, despite difficulty in establishing causa-
tion and attribution, it is plausible that, at a minimum: ‘many institu-
tions conducive to democracy, like elections, civil society organisations, 
print and broadcast media, as well as human rights NGOs, would prob-
ably not have existed or survived in many post-conflict countries’ with-
out international democracy assistance (DE ZEEUW and VAN DE GOOR 
2006: 282). Moreover, the most significant impacts of a programme 
are often difficult to measure and involve the transmission of ideas that 
impact upon culture, psychology and morals. As Burnell states, ‘project 
results are often invisible — what’s left at the end of the programme is 
a change of mind, an altered attitude, a new concept and way of do-
ing things’ (BURNELL 2000a: 341).

Furthermore, specifically on the issue of post-conflict transition, 
there is an argument that proponents of post-conflict democracy assist-
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ance have been overly optimistic and efforts should be judged primarily 
by their ability to ensure the termination of conflict rather than in es-
tablishing a fully functioning liberal democracy (LYONS 2002; STED-
MAN 2002). As Lyons states: ‘in the most difficult cases, ending the 
war is the only goal that can be accomplished in the short run’ (LYONS 
2002: 216). It is argued that expectations of what determines a success 
are too high and that for post-conflict countries, the priority is always 
peace and that democracy is included solely as a support mechanism to 
the peace process.

Gap

Very simply, the gap refers to any divergence between the capabili-
ties and the expectations of democracy assistance programmes. In the 
case of post-conflict democracy assistance, that gap is considered to be 
substantial and detrimental to not only the successes and credibility of 
post-conflict peacebuilding, but also to the hopes of local citizens who 
believe that international involvement will help them achieve democ-
racy and peace. One obvious cause of the gap would be the tendency 
amongst democracy assistance organisations to claim substantial credit 
for a democratic transition in which they played only a minor role. For 
example, several authorities have noted how organisations have typically: 
‘talked only about their successes in order to generate greater resources 
and raised undue expectations about their effectiveness’ (MENDELSON & 
GLENN 2002: 234). The way in which the funding and evaluations of de-
mocracy assistance programmes occur is certainly a major factor.

However, this author believes the gap originates much deeper, and 
can be traced to the expectations regarding the benefits of post-con-
flict democracy assistance. The peace, development and human rights 
arguments used to support democracy assistance are both compel-
ling and robust. In particular, the manner in which democracy helps 
develop a culture of negotiation, toleration and mutual respect across 
various parts of a society is fundamental to a sustainable peace. How-
ever, these are substantive notions that are associated with maximal-
ist models of democracy and are largely excluded from the minimal-
ist models of democracy that have dominated international assistance 
strategies thus far. Indeed, it is precisely these substantive qualities of 
democracy —the very characteristics that make democracy so appeal-
ing to peacebuilding— that have been neglected in democracy assist-
ance; a disjuncture which can be said to represent the most important 
cause of the CEG (LAPPIN 2009).
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In addition, where Hill speaks of an overall CEG, it is posited here 
that an overall CEG can be broken down into various sub-CEGs. One 
of the advantages of a more broken-down, itemised approach to un-
derstanding the CEG is the ability this affords discerning which gaps 
are wider and which gaps are more influential or problematic. Due to 
space constraints, a full elaboration of this will not be given in this arti-
cle, however, an initial sketch of how the CEG may manifest itself more 
specificically within post-conflict democracy assistance is given in the 
figure below:

Capabilities

Authors

Providers

Recipients

= Gap

Expectations

(3)                   (6)

(2)           (4)

(5)

(1)

The CEG framework can be considered a six-dimensional model, accounting for the 
gap in terms of:

(1) The gap between expectations held by the different stakeholders in terms of 
defining the ends (model of democracy) and the means (method of democrati-
sation). = Prime Cause of CEG

(2) The gap between capabilities held by different stakeholders in terms of capacity 
to both ‘provide’ assistance and also to ‘receive’ assistance.

(3) The gap between capabilities and expectations for authors.
(4) The gap between capabilities and expectations for providers.
(5) The gap between capabilities and expectations for recipients.
(6) The gap between capabilities and expectation that exists holistically across the 

democracy assistance system within a given post-conflict country.

Fig. 5. Potential Gaps between Capabilities 
and Expectations within Democracy Assistance

Feedback

The final component, feedback, refers to the formal and informal 
loops that carry knowledge of the gap back to the democracy assist-
ance authors and the powers that sanction them. Without such feed-
back, the initiation of new and improved inputs to better manage the 
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CEG is impossible. Feedback typically takes the form of country-specific 
evaluations organised by the donors, which can also include: general 
evaluations of organisational practice; feedback through the media; 
testimony and reports from local counterparts; and also, academic in-
vestigations.

Aguably, the biggest problem with the feedback from democracy 
assistance lies in the very methods used. Significantly, evaluations of de-
mocracy assistance programmes are not a standard and consistent prac-
tice and, even when evaluations are conducted, they are often informal, 
internally managed, and unpublished (BURNELL 2000a: 339). Second, 
donors have illustrated an unabashed preference for quantitative, highly 
visible and politically attractive outcomes of democracy assistance pro-
grammes over more qualitative based indicators (CRAWFORD 2003). 
For instance, it is much easier to assess the number of voters regis-
tered, election turnout, and the number of polling staff trained than it 
is to measure levels of accountability, civic involvement and representa-
tion. Third, even when qualitative analysis is included, it typically: ‘ends 
up being supplementary at best, with little time and energy usually in-
vested in it either by those producing it or those reviewing it’ (CAROTH-
ERS 1999: 293). Finally, the value of evaluations is often undermined 
by the fact that they typically occur immediately once a programme is 
completed. This is problematic because ‘the true significance of invest-
ments in democracy building and their efforts may not become fully ap-
parent until long after the event’ (BURNELL 2000a: 340). In fact, there 
is something of an inherent contradiction between the long-term proc-
ess of democratic change and the short-term necessity donors place on 
agencies to report results quickly (RAKNER et al. 2007).

Conclusions: Harmonising expectations and the ‘optimal CEG’

Hill argued that the emergence of a CEG in EU foreign policy was 
inherently dangerous, as such an imbalance could lead to debates over 
false possibilities about potential and produce a: ‘disproportionate de-
gree of disillusion and resentment when hopes were inevitably dashed’ 
(HILL 1997: 23). As the CEG is similarly injurious to democracy assistance 
strategies —and by consequence the entire democratic transition of the 
country in question— it should be closed, which can only be achieved, 
in theory, either by increasing capabilities or decreasing expectations.

Ultimately, Hill’s suggested antidote for the CEG, at least in respect 
of the CFSP, is to significantly lower expectations to a level more con-
summate with capabilities: ‘policy-makers [should] realise the dangers 
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of hubris and scale down their ambitions to remake international rela-
tions’ (HILL 1997: 25). These are wise words, and ones which certainly 
have a place in democracy assistance strategies and wider peacebuild-
ing efforts (LYONS 2002). However, it is asserted that if democracy is 
accepted as a central component of post-conflict peacebuilding, then 
a compelling vision of an imagined future must be in place. Imagined 
futures of peaceful coexistence are seen as vital in maintaining a com-
mitment to a peace process (LARGE & SISK 2006; LEDERACH 1997) 
and should therefore not be jettisoned because they may seem overly 
ambitious. Indeed, in the midst of a civil war, any return to peace may 
be seen as wildly optimistic; however, without leaders able to articu-
late a viable peaceful future, such as Vaclav Havel and Nelson Mandela, 
progress towards a sustainable peace would be stillborn. The question, 
therefore, is not so much how to eliminate the CEG, but rather how do 
we manage the gap so that expectations of a sustainable and peace-
ful democracy remain viable even when we are unsure of the strategies 
to reach such an outcome or, in fact, how such a final outcome will ul-
timately manifest itself. The achievement of such a fine balancing act 
—of idealistic aspirations tempered by a vigilance of strategy— can be 
termed the ‘optimal CEG.’

On a more practical level, improved capabilities would always be 
welcome, and in fact should constantly be sought after, not least in 
terms of improved donor harmonisation which would come at a rela-
tively low cost. However, perhaps the more fundamental challenge is to 
work on closing the gap within expectations, and specifically between: 
the expectations of the benefits of post-conflict democracy assistance; 
and, the expectations of the model of democracy that can best real-
ise those benefits. To this end, further research into the values and as-
sumptions that are attached to democracy assistance by international 
organisations is required to understand if these expectations are indeed 
congruent with post-conflict peacebuilding. Academics and practition-
ers should, therefore, take meaningful steps to explore the assumptions 
inherent in post-conflict democracy assistance programmes —both 
within the organisations and within the targeted states— so that steps 
can be taken to make the process more coherent and sustainable for 
all the actors involved.
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University of Groningen, The Netherlands

Introduction

The term “Human Security” describes an individual human condi-
tion that we have to strive for. According to the UNDP Development 
Report of 1994 human security means: “First, safety from chronic 
threats such as hunger, disease and repression. And second, it means 
protection from sudden and hurtful disruptions in the patterns of daily 
life —whether in jobs, in homes or in communities—.” (UNDP 1994: 
23) These pervasive threats are to be tackled within the means of the 
international community. Some threats have their roots in environmen-
tal conditions and others are purely man-made.

Parallel to this concept policymakers, NGOs and scientists have 
stressed the necessity to tackle the root causes of conflicts, political vio-
lence (including terrorism) and threats in general. Both ideas and their 
resulting policies have good intentions —the resolution and preven-
tion of conflicts—. Nevertheless, the fields of both, human security and 
root cause prevention, are still perceived as two different approaches, 
though they share a common goal —the establishment of a peaceful 
environment and the retrieval of basic needs—.

Slowly the idea is evolving that these two approaches, the root 
cause approach and the Human Security approach, could complement 
each other and result in a fruitful and durable synergy. Another claim, 
which can be achieved through such a combination, is the aspect of 
the prevention of threats.

1 Andrej Zwitter is Marie Curie fellow and guest researcher at the Institute for In-
ternational Law of Peace and Armed Conflict the Ruhr University Bochum, Germany. 
He holds a degree in law and is currently writing his PhD-Thesis on Human Security und 
prevention of terrorism.
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A Problem of Terminology

Bearing in mind that Human Security was originally conceived as a 
political concept developed by the UN Development Programme, one 
problem often creates a big gap between politics and science: it is the 
use of language. Policymakers tend to express situations and prob-
lems that are striking as possible to attract attention and to gain sup-
port from other decision makers. The use of catchwords however is of-
ten not compatible with the terminologies of scientific works. Terms 
like: pervasive threats; human insecurities; root causes; and, underlying 
causes correlate with scientific terms such as: structural violence; direct 
violence; direct threats: and, indirect threats. Politicians take science 
into account only sporadically. The catchwords are frequent and though 
they describe similar things, namely a threat to the individual, the use 
of different terms expands the problem, namely that science and poli-
tics do not have a common and coherent terminology. The tendency of 
politicians to often use striking catchwords makes it especially difficult 
to apply the political concept of human security to scientific work and 
the other way around, without creating a coherent terminology. Most 
of the time it is then up to the executive bodies to understand the po-
litical will and to structure ideas. It happens quite frequently that they 
rather reinvent the wheel than use accessible scientific results. The rea-
sons for this dilemma may be that sometimes science is too compli-
cated to be understood by policymakers or too complex to be imple-
mented into policies, and that the use of different terminologies to 
describe the same phenomena often increases this problem2.

The objective of this chapter is to extract and to structure the inten-
tion behind the use of these frequent catchwords, like root causes or 
human insecurities, by developing a systematic scheme of a root cause 
approach within the human security concept.

First, we will take a look at the surrounding of the discussion about 
human security in combination with terms describing underlying causes 
of conflicts. Secondly, we will refer to theoretical work in the area of 
conflict and peace studies and sociology to locate frequently used 
terms like root causes and underlying causes within the Human Secu-
rity concept. To conclude with a structured root-cause-based approach 
of human security a systematic scheme will be developed.

2 This is a phenomenon, which is common even within related fields of science and 
even within the same areas. E.g. physics and mathematics, among doctors of different 
fields of medicine, medicine and psychology, law and sociology, etc.
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Human Security and Root Causes in Policy-Related Discussions

In the following, an exemplary overview of different policy-related 
discussions concerned with tackling the reasons of conflicts and other 
threats is presented. A special focus will be on the terms such as ‘root 
causes’ and ‘underlying causes’ as a threat to the individual in the 
sense of Human Security.

Human Development Reports

The categories developed in the UN Human Development Report 
1994 categorize the threats to human security (UNDP 1994: 24-25) 
under different aspects of security. It concludes for example that a 
threat to economic security like unemployment is one of the main 
underlying factors fuelling political tensions and ethnic violence in 
several countries.” (UNDP 1994: 25). Among these seven elements 
of human security are considerable links and overlaps. A threat to 
one element of human security is likely to travel [...] to all forms of 
human security” (UNDP 1994: 33). Economic insecurity could result 
in violent struggles, and violent struggles may result in economic in-
securities, resulting in a vicious cycle, which will be explained in the 
following section.

The Afghanistan National Human Development Report 2004 
notes that the necessity of addressing both the internal and exter-
nal root causes in order to prevent further conflicts (UNDP 2004-Af-
ghanistan: 10). Moreover, this includes addressing both, the root 
causes of deprivation and of insecurities (UNDP 2004-Afghanistan: 
83). The Regional Human Development Report of Central Asia from 
2005 already reflected some concrete root causes with the following 
comments:

Inequality, poverty and corruption have been at the root of con-
flicts and uprisings throughout the world, including the 2005 revolu-
tion in Kyrgyzstan. Poverty can foster circumstances where ordinary 
people become criminals and terrorists because they are frustrated 
with their lives and have little to lose. There are also direct links be-
tween the lack of voice and marginalization, and the desire to be 
heard through violent means (UNDP-Central Asia: 127).

The whole UNDP (National Human Development) Report 2005 on 
the Philippines is devoted to Human Security and conflict prevention 
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stressing the importance of addressing the root causes of armed strug-
gle, including terrorism, and social unrest by pursuing social, economic, 
and political reforms (UNDP-Philipinnes: 64). The structural causes of 
the conflict in the Southern Philippines were assessed in this report and 
areas of particular vulnerability to violent conflicts were identified. “The 
National Unification Commission (NUC) Report to President Fidel V. Ra-
mos in 1993, which had resulted from nationwide consultations espe-
cially at the provincial and regional levels in 1992-’93, identified the 
root causes of Philippine internal armed conflicts and classified them in 
five categories:

— Massive and abject poverty and economic inequity, particularly in 
the distribution of wealth and control over the resource base for 
livelihood

— Poor governance, including the lack of basic social services, the 
absenteeism of elected local offi cials, corruption and ineffi cien-
cy in government bureaucracy, and the poor implementation of 
laws, including those to protect the environment

— Injustice, abuse by those in authority and power; violations of 
human rights; and, inequity, corruption and delays in the admin-
istration of justice

— Structural inequities in the political system, including control by 
an elite minority, of traditional politicians and political dynasties, 
and enforcement of such control through private armies

— The exploitation and marginalization of indigenous cultural com-
munities, including lack of respect for and recognition of ances-
tral domain and indigenous legal and political systems (UNDP-
Philippines 2005: 83).

The UN Human Development Report 2005 already provides a cer-
tain idea, how to structure a root cause approach to human secu-
rity. “Much has been learned since 1990 about the conditions under 
which reconstruction fails to provide a framework for recovery. Post-
conflict peace-building is a complex task, requiring sustained engage-
ment. To be successful it must both address the underlying causes of 
conflict and develop institutions perceived as being legitimate by all 
sides” (UNDP 2005b: 175-177). The same is true for conflict preven-
tion and the treatment of political violence as well. Additionally this 
report analyses how these underlying causes lead to violence by high-
lighting the term ‘horizontal inequality’. “Horizontal inequality be-
tween regions and groups poses threats of a different order, not least 
because these inequalities can lead to a perception —justified or un-
justified— that state power is being abused to advantage one group 
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over another.”3 The term “horizontal inequality’ leads us to an inter-
esting concept in conflict and peace studies and it will direct us to 
three authors: Frances Stewart, Johan Galtung, and Ted Gurr.

The Commission of Human Security (CHS)

In its basic document the CHS frequently mentions Human Security 
Now the necessity to tackle root and underlying causes regarding most 
of the human insecurities (CHS 2003: 11, 16, 21, 24, 33, 48, 101, 
148). The framework, the CHS developed, put a lot of effort into pre-
venting violent conflicts (including terrorism) by paying attention to un-
derlying causes such as:

— Competition over land and resources
— Sudden and deep political and economic transitions
— Growing inequality among people and communities
— Increasing crime, corruption and illegal activities
— Weak and instable political regimes and institutions, and
— Identity politics and historical legacies, such as colonialism.
 (CHS 2003: 21).

The UN Summit 2005 Development Goals

In 2005, the General Assembly of the United Nations declared the 
following:

We recognize that current developments and circumstances re-
quire that we urgently build consensus on major threats and chal-
lenges. We commit ourselves to translating that consensus into con-
crete action, including addressing the root causes of those threats 
and challenges with resolve and determination (UN GENERAL AS-
SEMBLY RESOLUTION 60/1 2005)

In the same document the General Assembly committed itself to 
preventing the uprising of armed conflicts and to include human secu-
rity in its further policies to entitle people: “to freedom from fear and 
freedom from want, with an equal opportunity to enjoy all their rights 
and fully develop their human potential.”

3 UNITED NATIONS DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME (UNDP): Human Development Re-
port 2005, p. 163.
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The ICISS’ approach on Root Cause Prevention

In its report the International Commission on Intervention and State 
Sovereignty (ICISS) referred to human security several times (ICISS 2001: 
5,6,7,13,15,18,23) and stressed its strength regarding initiatives, which ad-
dress root causes that would broadly fit into this concept (ICISS 2001: 23).

According to the ICISS tackling the different root causes means 
having to resolve: 

— Political defi ciencies and needs:
— Economic deprivation and the lack of economic opportunities
— The lack of legal protection and institutions
— The need for sectoral reforms to the military and other state se-

curity services.

The ICISS clearly distinguishes between root causes and direct 
causes: “it is common to differentiate between underlying or ‘root’ and 
precipitating or ‘direct’ causes of armed conflict (ICISS 2001: 23) 

In this context the direct causes are also called “triggers”. The claim 
of Human Security to understand the interlink of its elements is indi-
rectly reflected by the ICISS when it says that “[in] analyzing the causes 
of conflict and applying preventive measures it is important that devel-
oped countries be aware of the cultural barriers that may inhibit the in-
terpretation of information coming from other countries and regions, 
and that they overcome any reluctance to examine closely their own 
policies for evidence of their potential negative impact on developing 
countries” (ICISS 2001: 23).

The European Commission and the EU

In April 2001 the European Commission adopted a “communica-
tion on conflict prevention”, which reviewed the main instruments in 
this field and included recommendations for specific actions. This com-
munication includes 4 objectives; the first of which focused on the root 
causes to: “make a more systematic and co-ordinated use of EU instru-
ments [...] to get at the root causes of conflict” (EUROPEAN COMMIS-
SION OF EXTERNAL RELATIONS 2001). Therefore, the European Com-
mission developed a structured “check list for root causes of conflict/
early warning indicators” but this however remains a checklist for as-
sessment and not a structured root cause approach, based on:

1. Legitimacy of the State
2. Rule of law
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3. Respect for fundamental rights
4. Civil society and media
5. Relations between communities and dispute-solving mecha-

nisms
6. Sound economic management
7. Social and regional inequalities
8. The geopolitical situation.

 (EUROPEAN COMMISSION OF EXTERNAL RELATIONS 2001).

“Building on this Communication and on its own experience and 
views in this field, the Swedish Presidency launched, during its Presi-
dency, the initiative of developing an EU Programme for the Prevention 
of Violent Conflicts. This Programme was adopted by the General Af-
fairs Council on 11-12 June 2001 and endorsed by the European Coun-
cil at Göteborg” (EUROPEAN COMMISSION OF EXTERNAL RELATIONS 
2001). Influenced by this development and based on the key EU policy 
statements regarding conflict prevention the NGOs International Alert 
and Saferworld published a policy recommendation for the Irish and 
Dutch presidency in 2004 emphasizing both, human security and a root 
cause approach (INTERNATIONAL ALERT EU POLICY PAPERS FEB 2004).

Other examples

Another executive body, which implemented a root cause approach 
in its work, was the Department for International Development (DFID) 
of the British Government. Their conflict analysis already combines 
both, the root causes and conflict dynamics, and it adds the conflict 
actors and stakeholders as a third pillar (DFID: 10-18)) Herewith the 
DFID developed a comprehensive analytical tool for conflict assessment 
taking root causes, stakeholders, and conflict dynamics into account 
(DFID: 10):

— Structures: the analysis of long term factors underlying confl ict in 
the : security, political, economic, social

— Actors: the analysis of confl ict actors in terms of: interests, rela-
tions, capacities, peace agendas, incentives

— Dynamics: the analysis of long term trends of confl icts, Including: 
triggers for increased violence, capacities for managing confl ict, 
likely future confl ict scenarios (DFID: 10).

The NGO Swiss Peace followed a similar approach based on root 
causes, which it presented on the Inter-Regional Forum on Coping with 
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Crises and Conflicts at Bucharest, in April 2001 (UNDP-Romania 2001). 
For their analysis of armed conflicts Swiss Peace refers to the scheme 
called FAST including:

— Root causes (such as ethnic diversity, colonial history, or econom-
ic situation)

— Proximate causes (including types of government, or an increase 
in poverty levels) and,

— Intervening factors (both positive and negative: such as civil soci-
ety initiatives; as opposed to the arms trade).

The interplay of these three factors is likely to result in armed con-
flicts (UNDP-Romania 2001) According to Swiss Peace: “One strength 
of FAST is the uniform structure of all products, even if analytical nu-
ances exist. This allows for easy cross-country comparison and aids pol-
icy makers in finding relevant information in the same place (UNDP-
Romania: 60). This is exactly what a Human Security approach on root 
causes, aims at, by analyzing root causes in a manner that is not too 
sophisticated and time consuming for policymakers. Unfortunately, this 
FAST analysis oversimplifies sociological conflict dynamics and the his-
tory of violence (described below).

Summarizing the issues so far

Human security is a concept which researches the causes of hu-
man insecurities. Though the term root causes is often mentioned 
in combination with the Human Security concept, a structured root 
cause approach is not visible as yet. Nevertheless, policymakers 
acted, though unconsciously and in an unstructured manner, inten-
tional according to their perception of necessities. It was (and still 
is) up to the executive power to implement the root cause approach 
now. Therefore, the help of science is necessary and a coherent ter-
minology is mandatory. Science has to be geared towards the politi-
cal concept and its terminology and vice versa. Only this would en-
able the executive bodies to implement outcomes and theories of 
science properly.

Out of the exemplary list under discussion above we can conclude 
that the term ‘root cause’ is already in use. The terms we are going to 
use for a coherent Human Security terminology are:

— Human Insecurities: All critical pervasive threats to the vital core 
of human lives (ALKIRE 2001: 2).
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— Root Causes: All critical pervasive threats to the vital core of hu-
man lives, which are underlying reasons for political violence in 
any kind: civil wars: terrorism; rebellions; turmoil; and, guerrilla 
wars (GURR 1974: 3-4).

(Though the term “underlying threat” instead of “root cause” 
would be useful to clarify that root causes are human insecurities as 
well, for the coherence of a terminology we continue to use the term 
‘root causes’.)

A third term is that of Derivative Threats: Political violence as a re-
sult of one or more root causes. This is the only new term, which will 
be established in this article. In the discussion ‘root causes’ which are 
usually mentioned with regard to armed conflicts, which —depending 
on the discussion— could also mean terrorism and other kinds of polit-
ical violence. In this chapter, armed conflicts are seen as a final stadium 
of derivative threats, whereas terrorism is seen as a preliminary stadium 
(ZANGL & ZÜRN 2003: 180). The term “derivative threat” is necessary 
to describe all kinds of political violence. At the same time it makes 
clear that political violence derives from root causes. This term allows 
the implementation of different theories of peace and conflict studies, 
without already highlighting a specific scientific idea.

The root causes commonly identified were: structural/horizontal in-
equalities or inequities; the lack of fundamental rights and freedoms; 
discrimination and marginalization; corruption; poor governance; and, 
a lack of rule of law. These root causes fit into the concept of Human 
Security and therein constitute human insecurities.

Root cause-related scientific discussions

The root cause approach is crucial for any attempt at preventing hu-
man insecurities from developing and affecting the vital core of human 
life, in a durable and consistent way. Arguments and explanations for a 
root cause approach within the Human Security concept can be found 
not only in policy related discussions but in different theories of peace 
and conflict studies. In this regard we will especially refer to Johan Gal-
tung and Ted Gurr, whose works are highly compatible to a root cause 
approach from a sociological point of view and which include the dy-
namic of conflicts as well. Though highly essential for resolving conflicts, 
conflict theories on private motivation (KEEN 1994, COLLIER & HOEF-
FLER 2000), on the failure of the social contract (NAFZIGER & AUVINEN 
2000: 91-145), and the green war hypothesis (HOMER DIXON 2000: 
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5-40) will not be included, for it seems not primarily relevant for estab-
lishing a root cause approach within Human Security.

Jonathan Goodhand summarizes different dimensions and theories 
of conflict and highlights two sides of the discussion: the side, which 
emphasizes the relevance of root causes and the other side, which 
denies their relevancy by rating the dynamic of conflicts even higher 
(GOODHAND 2006: 27-47). The opinion stressed here is that both 
sides of the discussion are important for measuring and treating con-
flicts. The emphasis is to combine the theories as necessary comple-
ments along the hypotheses: the underlying factors resulted in the dy-
namic of the conflict and can therefore not be excluded from a long 
term approach. The sole treatment of conflict dynamics without treat-
ing the root causes would risk a new outbreak of a conflict that had al-
ready been resolved. A comprehensive ‘expanded root cause approach’ 
within the framework of human security must therefore contain both, 
root causes and conflict dynamics.

The Triangle of Violence

When summarizing Galtung’s theory of the triangle of violence, the 
relevance of a root-cause-based approach is not obvious at first sight. 
However, it becomes clearer as the chapter progresses, in the section 
on: “sociological definitions of root causes and derivative threats”.

To understand the triangle of violence it is necessary, first of all, to 
understand the terms: cultural violence; direct violence; and, structural 
violence.

Cultural violence

Galtung defines ‘Cultural violence’ as any aspect of a culture that 
can be used to legitimize violence in its direct or structural form. The 
effect of cultural or symbolic violence, which is built into a culture, 
does not directly kill or maim like direct violence or structural violence. 
It is used to legitimize ideologically either or both, as for instance in the 
theory of a Herrenvolk, or a superior race4. The relations between di-
rect, structural and cultural violence are explored and explained by Gal-

4 This aspect of cultural violence is both, an expression and a source for the theory 
of violence inherent for ideologies and for any weltanschauung. See Chapter “Ideology 
and Terrorism”.
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tung, using a violence triangle and a violence strata image, with vari-
ous types of casual flows. Examples of cultural violence are manifold 
and can be indicated by using a division of culture into religion and ide-
ology, art and language, as well as empirical and formal science (GAL-
TUNG 1990: 291-305).

Structural violence

“Hunger and poverty are two prime examples of what is described 
as ‘structural violence,’ that is, physical and psychological harm that 
results from exploitative and unjust social, political and economic sys-
tems” (GILMAN 1983).

Direct violence

Direct violence, which is also referred to as a ‘derivative threat’ in 
this chapter, is expressed physically and/or verbally, becomes visible as 
social behaviour. Galtung explains the social character of this behav-
ior by stating that human action does not come out of nowhere-there 
are roots. He indicates two roots: ”a culture of violence (heroic, patri-
otic, patriarchic, etc.), and a structure that itself is violent by being too 
repressive, exploitative or alienating; too tight or too loose for the com-
fort of people (GALTUNG)5.

These three forms of violence are interconnected. While structural 
and cultural violence are invisible, direct violence is the expression of 
their interplay (GALTUNG) The invisible roots of violence (structural and 
cultural violence) lead to direct violence by the use of violent actors. 
These actors try to revolt against the violent structure and are subse-
quently legitimized by culture (GALTUNG). Here the vicious cycle be-
gins: On the one hand Johan Galtung portrays for example poverty in 
itself as a root for direct violence and on the other hand as an expres-
sion of the triangle of violence (GALTUNG).

Poverty alone does not necessarily lead to political violence; hence 
it is no root cause? Poverty as a horizontal equal condition, is stable 
and may likely cause ‘crime for profit’ but seldom causes political vio-
lence. As soon as poverty becomes dynamic, which means that inequal-

5 J. GALTUNG: Violence, War, and Their Impact: On Visible and Invisible Impacts of 
Violence, Polilog: Forum for Interncultural Philosophy, para. 5. Available online at: http://
them.polylog.org/5/fgj-en.htm.
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ity and inequity arise among groups, one group may start to blame the 
other group for its poverty. “Not only inequality, but inequity” not “Y 
is low on well-being and human rights” and “X is high on both”, but 
“X is high on both, because Y is low” (GALTUNG 1996) The “us versus 
them” feeling evolves and may now cause political violence. The politi-
cal violence itself causes poverty again —the result is a vicious cycle—. 
“In this complex of vicious cycles we can now identify three problems 
that can only be solved by turning the vicious cycles into virtuous cycles:

a. The problem of resolution of the underlying, root confl ict;
b. the problem of reconstruction after the direct violence which 

entails:

— rehabilitation after damage to human beings,
— rebuilding after material damage,
— restructuration after structural damage,
— reculturation after cultural damage;

c. the problem of reconciliation of the confl ict parties” (GALTUNG).

In his book Searching for Peace Galtung questions different percep-
tions of security and refers to Human Security as a necessary concept 
to fostering peace (GALTUNG & JACOBSON 2000, 155. 268).

Galtung’s vicious cycles of the triangle of violence are comple-
mented by Gurr’s theory of relative deprivation, which describes one of 
the major reasons for political violence and which, in policy related dis-
cussions, is often named horizontal inequality or structural inequity.

Relative deprivation

In respect of the causes of political violence Ted Gurr uses a differ-
ent theoretical structure, however the factor of Galtung’s inequity cor-
relates with the structure of relative deprivation. “Relative deprivation 
(RD) is defined as an actors’ perception of a discrepancy between their 
value expectations and their value capabilities. Value expectations are 
the goods and conditions of life to which people believe they are right-
fully entitled. Value capabilities are the goods and conditions they think 
they are capable of getting and keeping“ (GURR: 24) Though relative 
deprivation as a source of conflict is not a new concept6, he rightly 

6 “For Aristotle the principal cause of revolution is the aspiration for economic of 
political equality on the part of the common people who lack it, and the aspiration 
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points out that the emphasis must be on the actors’ perception of dep-
rivation because this, and not an objective judgment of poverty, causes 
a certain violent behavior of the people affected (GURR: 24).

Another important difference is that Gurr starts a step earlier with 
values whereas Galtung locates the roots of direct violence in the inter-
play of the cornerstones of the triangle of violence. Gurr puts forward 
that values, which are the objective goals of human motivation, are 
presumably attributable to or derive from basic needs or instincts. Here 
he refers to Henry Murray, who listed 12 viscerogenic and 28 psycho-
genic needs (MURRAY, BARRETT, HOMBURGER et al 1938)7, which he 
categorized three-fold as: welfare values, power values, and interper-
sonal values (GURR).

According to Gurr:

Welfare values are those that contribute directly to physical well-
being and self-realization. They include the physical goods of life 
—food, shelter, health services, and physical comforts— and the de-
velopment and use of physical and mental abilities. [...] Power values 
are those that determine the extent to which men can influence the 
actions of others and avoid unwanted interference by others in their 
own actions. Power values especially salient for political violence in-
clude the desire to participate in collective decision-making [...] and 
the related desires for self-determination and security, for example 
freedom from oppressive political regulation or from disorder. Interper-
sonal values are the psychological satisfactions we seek in nonauthori-
tative interaction with other individuals and groups (GURR: 25-26).

These value categories cover the complete list of human securi-
ties proposed by the UN Human Development Report (UNDP 1994: 
24-25): economic security; food security; health security; environmen-
tal security; personal security; community security; and, political secu-
rity. A threat to these human securities could, apart from being a threat 
to human security itself, similarly result in the outbreak of political vio-
lence, which is again a threat to human securities. Here we can easily 
see the analogy with Galtung’s vicious cycle of violence. The sources of 

of oligarchs for greater inequality than they have... Analogous concepts are used by 
contemporary theorists”. See T. GURR: Why Man Rebel, pp. 37-40.

7 Viscerogenic needs = hunger, thirst, etc.; needed for survival, important for every-
one. Psychogenic needs = achievement, power, affiliation, intimacy, etc.; individual dif-
ferences. H.A. MURRAY, W.G. BARRETT, E. HOMBURGER et al.: Explorations in personal-
ity: A clinical and experimental study of fifty men of college age, by the workers at the 
Harvard psychological clinic, New York, Oxford University Press, 1938.
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aggression are manifold (like aggression as an instinct, as a learned be-
haviour, or activated by frustration) but the result is a violent behaviour 
(GURR: 56).

Root causes

Other authors, such as Frances Stewart or John Burton also advo-
cate the necessity of tackling the root causes of conflict. Stewart sum-
marizes these approaches as follows:

— Wars are a major cause of poverty, underdevelopment, and ill 
health in poor countries

— The incidence of war has been rising since 1950, with most wars 
being within states

— Wars often have cultural dimensions related to ethnicity or reli-
gion, but there are invariably underlying economic causes too

— Major root causes include political, economic, and social inequal-
ities8; extreme poverty; economic stagnation; poor government 
services; high unemployment; environmental degradation; and 
individual (economic) incentives to fi ght

— To reduce the likelihood of wars it is essential to promote inclu-
sive development; reduce inequalities between groups; tackle 
unemployment; and, via national and international control over 
illicit trade, reduce private incentives to fi ght (STEWART 2002: 
342-345).

As such, Stewart hypothesizes three connections: “that human se-
curity forms an important part of people’s well-being and is therefore 
an objective of development; that the lack of human security has ad-
verse consequences on economic growth and poverty and thereby on 
development; and, that a lack of development, or imbalanced develop-
ment that involves sharp horizontal inequalities, is an important cause 
of conflict“ (STEWART: 342 345). This line of argument demonstrates 
how human insecurities as root causes are linked to derivative threats; 
it has to be highlighted as a major statement for a root cause approach 
to Human Security.

While Stewart highlights the role of economic roots of conflicts, 
Burton points out clearly that the basic needs are not only covered by 

8 F. STEWART: Root causes of violent conflict in developing countries, p. 343. See 
Table: Examples of Horizontal Inequality.
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food and shelter but that other values have to be taken into account as 
well. According to Burton:

The argument is that aggressions and anti-social behaviours are 
stimulated by social circumstances. There are human limits to abilities 
to conform to such institutions and norms: the person is not wholly 
malleable. On the contrary, the needs that are frustrated by institu-
tions and norms require satisfaction. They will be pursued in one way 
or another. These needs would seem to be even more fundamental 
than food and shelter-needs such as personal recognition and iden-
tity that are the basis of individual development and security in a so-
ciety. Denial by society of recognition and identity would lead, at all 
social levels, to alternative behaviours designed to satisfy such needs, 
be it ethnic wars, street gangs or domestic violence (BURTON 1998).

The following section should help to explain the interrelationship 
of these concepts from a sociological perspective and will elaborate on 
definitions of ‘root causes’ and ‘derivative threats’.

Sociological definitions of root causes and derivative threats

To define root causes and derivative threats as well as to better un-
derstand the interrelationship between root causes and conflict dynamics 
it is useful to refer to Max Weber’s understanding of ‘social behaviour’. 
In his fundamental work he distinguishes the social behaviours of crowds 
from reactive behaviours directly caused by any situation. Social behaviour 
is geared to the past and present and to those situations or behaviours 
of others expected in the future. If it rains, the common behaviour of 
crowds to cover themselves by hiding or opening an umbrella would be a 
purely reactive behaviour (WEBER 1984: 41-42). By contrast, the produc-
tion of umbrellas and their being sold in the expectation of rain would be 
a social behaviour. Another example would be the development of law: a 
person hurting another person would result in a defensive reaction (how-
ever that may be shaped); social behaviour would be the establishment 
of a law against this offence in the expectation of future attacks. Root 
causes are real (subjective or objective) factors, which cause, firstly, a re-
active behaviour and then a social behaviour. The expectation of the re-
currence of this root cause is equitable with ongoing existent root causes; 
both foster the development and existence of social behaviour.

We can now define that a root cause is a real factor that has an im-
pact on a crowd in causing a reactive and a social behaviour. The root 
cause itself, in order to fulfil the criterion of being the cause for the de-

© University of Deusto - ISBN 978-84-9830-475-6



194 ANDREJ ZWITTER

velopment of a social behaviour, must be continual, repeated, and/or 
of major impact on the social structure, which guides the behaviour of 
the crowd.

For violence as a social behaviour an example would be that a 
situation of the poverty of one group α and well being of the other 
group β would result in violent acts of α against β9. The resulting so-
cial behaviour, is important, for it leads to a definition of ‘derivative 
threats’, whereby every kind of violence, as a social behaviour, which is 
the result of one or more root causes, can be called a derivative threat. 
To translate this to Galtung’s triangle of violence: the root causes are 
the basis for structural violence, the derivative threats are classified 
as direct violence. The step back from structural violence to the root 
causes may seem to be unnecessary at first sight, but when looking at 
ideology and its development in the setting of cultural violence, then it 
becomes clear that root causes also give rise to cultural violence (ZWIT-
TER 2007: 27-43).

A process-oriented approach to violence would declare that deriva-
tive threats become independent from root causes because of the his-
tory of violence; in other words the background of a group placed in a 
given time or region, and its lived or bequeathed memories of violence 
that have been suffered or inflicted, which influence social behaviour. 
It could be argued that due to a history of the violence of any particu-
lar group the primary reason for the derivative threat, the root causes, 
has been displaced by the social behaviour of violence, which has be-
come a habit through the permanent expectation of the recurrence of 
root causes. This is logical and has to be implemented in the root cause 
approach, but it does not make the root cause approach itself super-
fluous. One might respond to the critics of the root cause; naturally, if 
the social behaviour once arose and became a habit, then the eradica-
tion of the root causes may not diminish the social behaviour immedi-
ately, which is proceeded in expectation of the return of the root cause. 
When the crowd realizes the permanent abolition of the root causes 
(this process of realization becomes the equivalent of the decomposi-
tion of the structural violence), the social behaviour of violence lacks 
it’s reason and sense, and it will disappear in the long-term perspective. 
Therefore, the independence of a derivative threat from its former root 
causes has to be proven in each specific case. Outside the explanations 
of the CGT-complex (‘chosenness’, glory, trauma), the DMA-complex 

9 It is the result “violence” that interests us here for the definition of the term “de-
rivative threat”. For the socio-psychological mechanisms like horizontal inequality and 
relative deprivation see explanatory theories on violence above.
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(Dichotomy, Manichean view, Armageddon)10, and the ‘guilt for guilt’ 
and ‘trauma for trauma’ complexes11 (that means outside of a history 
of violence) it becomes unimaginable that the historical permanence 
of derivative threats is independent from the root causes. These inde-
pendent derivative threats would therefore be easier to address after 
the successful settlement of disputes no root causes could ever again 
cause the emergence of new derivative threats.

In the case of the history of violence in the group’s mind: If the ex-
pectation of the resurgence of the root causes remains, the social be-
haviours (derivative threats) do not disappear; then, if the expectation 
flares up again within the group, which has already experienced the 
root causes, their social behaviour will equal the reactive behaviour as a 
reflexive action.

What was explained for the reactive and social behaviours with re-
gard to the root causes, is true for derivative threats in analogy. The re-
active and social behaviors may also be provoked by derivative threats 
—according to Galtung’s vicious cycle—. This explains from a sociologi-
cal perspective the durability of the history of violence and the impres-
sion that derivative threats have become independent.

Locating the root cause approach in human security

The theoretical framework for an expanded root cause approach

Applying the root cause approach to Human Security makes it nec-
essary to differentiate between root causes and derivative threats. Both 

10 “At the superficial level nations share religion and language. At the deeper level 
they share chosenness, glory and trauma; the CGT-complex. Wars are help define these 
kairos points. Contiguity around sacred places, and continuity to pay homage to sa-
cred dates, project the nation into geography and history, as clearly seen by watching 
the names of metro stations and squares in a country referring to itself as la grande na-
tion. Studies of national holidays and anthems, old conflict symbols, also bring out this 
clearly. After the guns have become silent the war in the minds is still there: the Dichot-
omy of nations into two camps, the Manichean view of the camps as good-evil, friend-
foe, as the struggle between God and Satan on earth, the Armageddon battle as the 
defining event; for short, the DMA-complex.” See J. GALTUNG: Violence, War, and 
Their Impact: On Visible and Invisible Impacts of Violence, paras. 45-47.

11 “Both discourses agree on one point: a harmful act implies not only trauma suf-
fered by the victim, but also guilt suffered by the perpetrator. The norm of reciprocity 
demands that the harm is equalized; trauma for trauma (you suffer my suffering), and 
guilt for guilt (we are equally bad you and I).” J. GALTUNG: Violence, War, and Their Im-
pact: On Visible and Invisible Impacts of Violence, para. 18.
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are threats to the individual and their collective term is that of “human 
insecurities”. If these threats by themselves have the potential to cause 
direct violence, we call them root causes. Root causes become struc-
tural violence, if the affected people think that violence against the 
structure, which threatens them, can be changed through direct vio-
lence (GALTUNG) So, it depends on the perceptions of the people, that 
are affected by the root causes. This is a matter of different psycho-so-
ciological mechanisms explaining the chain of frustration and aggres-
sion, which has been briefly described above. The perception of hori-
zontal inequality is fostered by the dynamics of relative deprivation12.

Translated into the terminology of human security: underlying 
threats (root causes) to the individual cause derivative threats to the in-
dividual which are realized as direct violence. The root causes can be 
categorized as: economic insecurity; food insecurity; health insecurity; 
environmental insecurity; personal insecurity; community insecurity; 
and, political insecurity. The catalyst for transferring root causes into 
structural violence is relative deprivation (the perceived horizontal in-
equality). The catalyst for translating the root causes into cultural vio-
lence can be found in: religions; gender discrimination; culture; politics; 
social constellations; and, ideologies. Social behaviour includes the cat-
alysts and the triangle of violence, the result of which is direct violence. 
The history of violence and other conflict dynamics are embedded in 
the social behaviour.

The nature of root causes is such that they constitute crucial fac-
tors, which give rise to structural and cultural violence and as a con-
sequence could lead to direct violence. The derivative threats are the 
result of one or more root causes in combination. As we have said, 
examples of derivative threats are manifold, such as: wars and armed 
conflicts; hate crimes; and terrorism. These derivative threats could also 
cause root causes or could contribute to existing root causes, for ex-
ample poverty, which in the setting of perceived horizontal inequality 
could lead to political violence. Political violence also increases poverty 
and horizontal inequality and could foster human rights violations and 
discrimination as well as other root causes. Nepal demonstrates this in-
terrelationship between derivative threats and root causes (UNDP 2005: 
163-164).

The differentiation of different threats to human security, by look-
ing at their different nature and origin, is necessary but often not even 

12 The term “relative deprivation” is used in the sense of “perceived horizontal ine-
quality” or inequity because it contains the individual’s perception, which leads to social 
behavior only. Another possible term would be “perceived horizontal inequality”.
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attempted. Instead, every human insecurity is treated as a sole threat 
ignoring human security’s claim for an interconnected and multidimen-
sional approach. The distinction of direct and indirect threats, as the 
CHS proposes it, and the classification of terrorism as a direct threat 
is insofar appropriate for a root cause approach as long as it is used in 
the sense of direct violence and within the discussed framework (CHS: 
11) In this regard Alkire mentions that the source of the threat is nec-
essary to build a response strategy (ALKIRE 2001: 30) but the question 
arises, which does one first seek: a remedy for direct threat or a remedy 
for an indirect threat ? Without understanding the dynamics and roots 
of violence one could easily respond by dealing with the direct threat 
first. This again is what happened in the “war against terrorism”.

The analogy to root causes as a disease and the derivative threats 
as the resulting symptoms demonstrates the problem of an approach 
that is not interconnected and not multidimensional; an approach 
which does not distinguish between root causes and derivative threats. 
The symptoms are caused by the disease but still remain the expression 
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Figure 1. Comprehensive Root Cause Approach of Human Security
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of the disease, whereby: “A fruitful way of conceiving of any human 
pathology is in terms of interplay between exposure and resistance; in 
cases where micro-organisms operating under the right conditions (for 
them) of temperature and humidity, and the level of immunity of the 
body, which in turn has to do with the immune system, nutrition and 
living standards, mind and spirit. This all plays together holistically and 
synergistically. [...] A disease cannot be detached from a patient and 
context as an abstract entity with a life-cycle of its own, calling for gen-
eralized prevention, therapy and rehabilitation. Key aspects of expo-
sure and resistance may be in the context in a broad sense, not in the 
disease-patient interface. Causal cycles pass body-mind-spirit, not only 
the body. And key causes may be far away from the symptoms” (GAL-
TUNG). To treat the symptoms would not cure the patient from the dis-
ease. Sometimes it makes the disease even worse. To treat the deriva-
tive threats would never solve the root causes. The derivative threats 
would rise up again. And to treat derivative threats like root causes 
identifies actors of political violence as the carriers of disease and vi-
olence and ends in their eradication like germs (GALTUNG). Still, this 
analogy implies another aspect; sometimes the same symptoms are 
caused by different diseases or the same diseases cause different symp-
toms. That is why we have to treat every disease as an individual one.

Conclusion

We can conclude that a root cause approach within the Human 
Security concept is about to develop in the political discussion. Mean-
while, the executive branches and NGOs have especially developed a 
more or less sophisticated root cause approach. There is still a need for 
the orchestration of this approach with the human security concept 
covering regional as well as international efforts.

With regard to conflict resolution and conflict prevention and also 
when it comes to efforts to prevent the development of terrorism this 
approach is mandatory in terms of durability and prevention. The out-
come of major scientific theories has to be taken into account when 
trying to solve conflicts. Untreated root causes can let an already solved 
conflict arise again, and due to the history of violence this is much eas-
ier as in a stable region for it resembles a reactive behaviour. A durable 
solution must therefore include a root cause approach.

Though the root causes are very important, conflict stakeholders 
and conflict dynamics have to be taken into account for a successful 
remedy. It is up to the stakeholders to prolong and provoke conflicts, 
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and conflict dynamics avoid a peaceful settlement of the conflict. The 
history of violence allows the conflict to remain in the hearts and minds 
of the people. Root causes and conflict dynamics together could be 
called the ‘extended root cause approach’.

The relationship between conflicts and horizontal inequality as a 
human insecurity, explored by Stewart, explains the need for a root 
cause approach on Human Security13. To ignore the threats to hu-
man security in a specific region in international terms is extremely 
dangerous, as these threats could be root causes for violence not 
solely in this area. If these derivative threats evolve it is most likely 
that they will spread throughout the world. International terrorism 
is a good example, where untreated regional human insecurities be-
came a threat to the human security of the whole of mankind. The 
steps regional root causes —regional derivative threats— interna-
tional human insecurities must already be stopped at the first step 
for two reasons:

— because of the legal and moral obligation of the international 
community to protect human rights and to promote human se-
curity

— because when human insecurities reach the international level a 
downward spiral (virtuous cycle) becomes diffi cult or even impos-
sible.

So, according to the United Nations Development Programme:

…when human security is under threat anywhere, it can affect peo-
ple everywhere. Famines, ethnic conflicts, social disintegration, terror-
ism, pollution and drug trafficking can no longer be confined within 
national borders. And no nation can isolate its life from the world 
(UNDP 1994: 34).

What this chapter has proposed is a differentiation of human inse-
curities into root causes and derivative threats. Both are threats to hu-
man security but have a different nature. This distinction is essential to 
make the Human Security approach applicable for the resolution and 
prevention of conflicts and political violence. Three reasons are to be 
highlighted: Whilst, a durable stability after a conflict without solving 
the root causes is impossible, the prevention of conflicts and political 
violence relies on the abatement of root causes; and, the treatment of 
derivative threats as a disease of human security is likely to worsen the 

13 F. STEWART: CRISE Working Paper 3: Development and Security, p. 1.
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situation by contributing to the dynamics or even to the root causes of 
political violence.
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Human Security and the European Security 
and Defence Policy: Achievements and Challenges

Markus Möstl
University of Graz, Austria

Abstract

The impact of the concept of Human Security and its possi-
ble role in the design of the European Security and Defence Policy 
(ESDP) is a topic, which has not been researched thoroughly yet. 
After a short introduction raising awareness of the current lacuna 
in the debate on the theoretical background of the ESDP and after 
a brief introduction to the concept of Human Security (I), this chap-
ter will discuss if and to what extent a Human Security approach 
has found its way into the theory and practice of the ESDP and will 
thus add a European perspective to the debate on Human Secu-
rity (II). Finally, this paper will offer some conclusions supporting 
the argument that the concept of Human Security could, if backed 
by conceptual clearness and political willingness, serve as a proper 
framework to further develop the ESDP (III).

I.  Human Security and the ESDP: contradictory or mutually 
reinforcing?

In 1999, the member states of the European Union (EU) launched 
the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) as an integral part of 
the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP). After European inac-
tion during the atrocities in the Balkans, the member states had de-
cided that the Union should develop the capacity to respond to con-
flicts and crises by autonomously conducting the Petersberg tasks.1 
Since then the member states have made continued efforts to estab-
lish permanent political and military structures and to develop civil-

1 According to Article 17.2 of the Treaty on the European Union these tasks com-
prise humanitarian and rescue tasks, peacekeeping tasks, but also tasks of combat 
forces in crisis management, including peacemaking.
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ian and military capabilities at European Union level. These efforts 
have turned the ESDP into the most prominent tool of what is still 
the intergovernmental second pillar of the Union. Today, the ESDP is 
still developing fast — not only on paper, but also in the field: Up to 
now, the European Union has conducted 22 operations on three con-
tinents.

This considerable progress indicates that the EU aims to be a ca-
pable security provider in and beyond Europe. But since autonomously 
conducting civil and military operations is a comparatively new idea for 
the EU, the question arises, as to whether or not this new policy will 
change the overall position and orientation of the EU in the world, and 
how this will develop. Is the Union’s reputation as a civil power or nor-
mative power at stake because it is striving to become a more capable 
military power or will the new instruments of the second pillar be em-
bedded within the wide range of “soft” political, humanitarian and 
development instruments already available especially in the first pillar 
of the EU? Important strategic questions have been left unanswered 
so far. Even after the adoption of the European Security Strategy (ESS) 
(Council of the European Union, 2003b) it is still unclear, what distinc-
tive role the ESDP can and will play as the member states of the Union 
take on new threats like failed and failing states, organised crime, ter-
rorism, the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and regional 
conflicts (FLECHTNER 2006).

These conceptual deficits call for a reflection on the design and 
conduct of the ESDP that takes into account the changing global secu-
rity environment of the 21st century. A rather new political concept that 
tries to rethink security issues is the concept of Human Security. Af-
ter this concept was first mentioned in the UNDP Report (UNDP 1994), 
many scholars discussed this concept from different perspectives, offer-
ing broad and narrow definitions2, but still could not convince all crit-
ics3 of the comparative advantages of this concept.

For the purpose of this paper and from a rather pragmatic perspec-
tive the concept of Human Security can briefly be described as a conse-
quential attempt to cope with the fact that internal conflicts have over-
taken inter-state wars as the major threats to international peace and 
security. The face of political violence has changed in the post-West-
phalian era and made civilians become the main victims (HUMAN SE-

2 For a good overview of different definitions see BAJPAI (2000), ALKIRE (2003) and 
TADJBAKHSH and CHENOY (2007).

3 See e.g. PARIS (2001); for selected critical and supporting opinions on Human Se-
curity see BURGESS and OWEN (2004).
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CURITY CENTRE 2005). The concept of Human Security attempts to 
counter the inability of neo-realists to deal with threats to individuals 
emanating from the state itself. As a result, proponents of a Human 
Security approach assume that the traditional state-based security par-
adigm becomes increasingly obsolete and that individuals and commu-
nities rather than states should be considered the referent objects of 
security. While it is understood that traditional state security remains 
one important element to ensure Human Security, the concept of Hu-
man Security aims to complement state security by shifting the focus of 
attention from nations to individuals. In other words, instead of prima-
rily defending state boarders, a Human Security approach aims to safe-
guard and expand the security of people and aims to empower people 
to fend for themselves. The current situation in Iraq convincingly dem-
onstrates that purely military means alone are not sufficient to provide 
and guarantee a safe and fulfilling life in dignity. Therefore, a Human 
Security approach rather focuses on conflict prevention and non-vio-
lent conflict resolution and privileges multilateral solutions for crisis sit-
uations. It supports the finding that the respect for human rights plays 
a decisive role for establishing sustainable solutions in post-conflict sit-
uations and it is also related to human development (COMMISSION ON 
HUMAN SECURITY 2003; OGATA & CELS 2003; HUMAN SECURITY 
CENTRE 2005).

II. Human Security in the current discourse on the ESDP

At first hand, the goals of the CFSP and the ESDP, which are ex-
pressed in article 11 of the Treaty on the European Union,4 seem to 
a large extent to be in line with the values of the Human Security ap-
proach. Indeed, some features of the ESDP suggest that the idea of 
Human Security is already inherent in this new policy without naming 
it this way (KALDOR et al. 2007). But although the idea of applying 
the concept of Human Security to the ESDP seems rather apparent, this 
concept has, as yet, not often been referred to explicitly in official EU 
documents on the ESDP.

4 According to article 11.1 of the Treaty on the European Union the objectives of 
the CFSP/ESDP are among others “[…] to preserve peace and strengthen international 
security, […] to develop and consolidate democracy and the rule of law, and respect for 
human rights and fundamental freedoms”.
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1. The Barcelona Report

The notion of Human Security was explicitly referred to in the so 
called “Human Security Doctrine for Europe”, also referred to as the 
“Barcelona Report”, which is an expert report prepared for Javier 
Solana by the Study Group on Europe’s Security Capabilities convened 
by Mary Kaldor (KALDOR 2004).5 It sets out seven principles which 
should serve as guidance for politicians, diplomats, soldiers and civil-
ians to include a Human Security perspective into the ESDP. These prin-
ciples are: the primacy of human rights, a clear political authority, mul-
tilateralism, a bottom-up approach, a regional focus, the use of legal 
instruments and the appropriate use of force. Furthermore, it proposes 
a “Human Security Response Force” composed of 15,000 men and 
women, of whom at least one third would be police officers and civil-
ian specialists. It also claims the necessity of a new legal framework to 
govern the decision to intervene and the operation on the ground. Ac-
cording to the Study Group, such a legal framework could build on the 
domestic law of the host state, the domestic law of the member states, 
international criminal law, international humanitarian law, and human 
rights law.

However, the Barcelona Report has come in for some criticism, not 
least because it omits to include a comprehensive approach which re-
flects the whole potential of the EU (BENEDEK 2007: 37; VANKOVSKA 
2007). But although the long-term impact of this report remains am-
biguous, it still demonstrates that the concept of Human Security en-
tered the ESDP discourse.

2. Civil and military instruments of the ESDP

The member states established a number of civilian instruments, 
which can already be deployed in operations in order to foster Human 
Security. At the June 2000 European Council in Santa Maria da Feira, 
Portugal, EU leaders launched this civilian dimension of the ESDP and 
established four priority fields of civilian action: police; strengthening 
the rule of law; strengthening civilian administration; and, civil protec-
tion (EUROPEAN COUNCIL 2000). Four years later, a Civilian Capabili-
ties Commitment Conference showed that the member states volun-

5 For detailed background information and case studies being the basis of this re-
port see GLASIUS and KALDOR (2005).
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tarily confirmed the contribution of: 5,761 police officers; 631 experts 
for strengthening the rule of law; 562 experts for civilian administra-
tion; and, 4,988 experts for civil protection (MINISTERIAL DECLARA-
TION 2004). The capabilities in these four fields may be used in the 
context of EU-led autonomous missions, or in the context of operations 
conducted by lead agencies, such as the UN or the OSCE. These efforts 
to develop European civil capabilities continue in the context of the Ci-
vilian Headline Goal 2008, which seeks to further define and build up 
the civilian capabilities in order to respond more effectively to crises 
(COUNCIL O F THE EUROPEAN UNION 2004c).

Besides these improvements in terms of capabilities, new civilian 
structures have been established at a European Union level in order 
to plan and conduct civilian operations: Most notably, the “Commit-
tee for Civilian Aspects of Crisis Management”, which provides recom-
mendations and advice to the Political and Security Committee, was es-
tablished (NOWAK 2006: 23). The General Secretariat of the Council’s 
Directorate General for External and Politico-Military Issues is now sup-
ported by a Directorate for civilian crisis management in charge of con-
tributing to the planning and support of civilian ESDP missions. Finally, 
a civil-military cell was created in 2005 within the EU Military Staff in 
order to facilitate the coordination between civilian and military units 
within the Secretariat and the European Commission (KOHL 2006: 
130).

However, to-date, the non-military components of the ESDP has 
not attracted as much public attention as the military component. Con-
cerns were raised that the role of the military could constantly gain 
more importance in the ESDP. Although the ESS stresses that the new 
threats cannot be tackled by military means alone, the adoption of the 
battlegroups concept6 and the newly established European Defence 
Agency (COUNCIL OF THE EUROPEAN UNION 2004a) support the im-
pression of a militarisation of the EU. As the current military Headline 
Goal 2010 (EUROPEAN COUNCIL 2004) demonstrates, the member 
states prepare for robust operations on the higher end of the spectrum 
of the Petersberg tasks as well. Admittedly, these military assets could 
also be used to protect people in crisis situations and could therefore 
help to further Human Security, for example by dividing hostile parties 
and ensuring a secure environment. However, such a use of military ca-
pabilities still raises the question of how to limit the use of force and 

6 For a discussion of current challenges and prospects of the battlegroups concept 
see Lindstrom (2007).

© University of Deusto - ISBN 978-84-9830-475-6



208 MARKUS MÖSTL

calls for reliable measures to ensure accountability to local populations. 
The criteria set up by the International Commission on Intervention and 
State Sovereignty (ICISS) in the report “The Responsibility to Protect” 
(EANS & SAHNOUN 2001) could therefore serve as guidelines to limit 
the application of force, also taking into account the overall responsi-
bility to prevent, react and rebuild mentioned therein. Moreover, this 
use of military capabilities in the framework of the ESDP calls for meas-
ures to improve the democratic control of the ESDP by the European 
public (WAGNER 2005, 2006).

When analysing the relationship between civil and military instru-
ments in the ESDP, it seems that civil-military coordination and civil-mil-
itary cooperation increasingly gain attention in the ESDP discourse. The 
Council of the EU therefore adopted a concept addressing the need 
for the effective coordination of all actions of all relevant EU actors in-
volved in the planning and subsequent implementation of the Union’s 
response to a crisis (COUNCIL OF THE EUROPEAN 2002b). The training 
programme established for ESDP personnel also includes joint courses 
for civilian and military personnel.7 This attempt at improving civil-mili-
tary interaction can be regarded as an example of the EU’s drive for in-
tegration and comprehensiveness and at the same time represents an 
innate feature of the Human Security approach.

3.  Further initiatives in the framework of ESDP related to Human 
Security

Besides building up capabilities and structures to respond to cri-
sis and conflict situations, the ESDP addresses other topics on the Hu-
man Security agenda, which could influence the overall characteristics 
of ESDP missions.

One core aspect of Human Security is the protection and promo-
tion of human rights.8 Currently, the European Union makes efforts to 
mainstream human rights into ESDP operations (COUNCIL OF THE EU-
ROPEAN UNION 2006a). Several initiatives to provide relevant expertise 
to ESDP operations, both at a headquarters level and in the theatre, 

7 See EU Training Program in the field of ESDP 2006 to 2009. At: http://www.consil-
ium.europa.eu/ uedocs/cmsUpload/REV1TrainingProgrammefortheINTERNET2007_2009.
pdf, last accessed: 1 September 2009.

8 For analysis of the relationship between Human Security and human rights see 
e.g. OBERLEITNER (2002); BENEDEK (2007); GROPAS (2006); OBERLEITNER (2006); 
BENEDEK and KETTEMANN (2008).
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have been identified. Proposals were made that human rights advisors 
should be included in the preparatory planning activities and in opera-
tions. Suggestions were made that the mission-specific reporting proce-
dures should include reports on aspects of human rights. Furthermore, 
the Council of the EU intends to organise workshops and training for 
planners and develops manuals for personnel serving in the field.

Moreover, guidelines on children in armed conflict (COUNCIL OF 
THE EUROPEAN UNION 2003a) have been developed as well as generic 
standards of behaviour for ESDP missions providing for complaints 
procedures, reporting mechanisms and proper disciplinary measures 
(COUNCIL OF THE EUROPEAN UNION 2005a). Furthermore, the Coun-
cil works on the implementation of Security Council Resolution 1325 
(2000) and thus tries to promote gender equality and gender main-
streaming in crisis management from early planning through to the 
conduct and evaluation of ESDP operations (COUNCIL OF THE EURO-
PEAN UNON 2006b).9 Last but not least, the Council of the EU and the 
European Commission approved a common concept for disarmament, 
demobilisation and reintegration (COUNCIL OF THE EUROPEAN UNION 
& THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION 2006), which supports the idea that 
ESDP operations can also comprise measures of a preventive nature.

4. The ESDP in practise: fostering Human Security?

The EU has already deployed a considerable number of civilian and 
military operations within the framework of the ESDP.10 The first and 
still ongoing operations, the European Police mission in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina (EUPM), was launched in 2003 (COUNCIL OF THE EURO-
PEAN UNION 2002a, 2005b). This civil operation seeks to establish sus-
tainable policing arrangements under Bosnian ownership in accordance 
with best European and international practices. By monitoring, mentor-
ing and inspection activities police officers and civilian experts support 
the local police reform process and the development of local capacity 
and regional cooperation in the fight against organised crime and cor-
ruption. Since December 2004, the EU has also been conducting the 
military operation “EUFOR Althea” (COUNCIL OF THE EUROPEAN UN-

9 For details and critical remarks on gender mainstreaming in ESDP missions see 
VALENIUS (2007).

10 For an updated list of ongoing and completed operations see the website of 
the ESDP. At: http://www.consilium.europa.eu/cms3_fo/showPage.asp?id=261&lang= 
en&mode=g, last accessed: 1 September 2009.
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ION 2004b) in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH). This operation contributes 
to maintaining a safe and secure environment in BiH and supports the 
EU Special Representative for BiH and the local authorities especially in 
the fight against organised crime. It also provides support to the Inter-
national Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, including the de-
tention of persons indicted for war crimes.

An overview of the European Union’s further operations reveals 
a geographically widespread engagement and makes it clear that 
the majority of ongoing and completed ESDP operations are civilian. 
The EU completed one military (Concordia) and two police missions 
(Proxima, EUPAT) in the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. Five 
operations, two of them military (Artemis, EUFOR RD Congo), and two 
of them with police forces (EUPOL Kinshasa, EUPOL RD CONGO ) and 
one with the aim of supporting the security sector reform (EUSEC RD 
CONGO), were launched in the Democratic Republic of Congo. With 
one operation (EUSS Guinea Bissau) the EU provides advice and assist-
ance on the reform of the security sector in Guinea Bissau. The mili-
tary bridging operation EUFOR Tchad/RCA contributed to the protec-
tion of civilians in danger in eastern Chad and the north-east of the 
Central African Republic. Furthermore, the EU started a police mis-
sion (EUPOL COPPS) and a boarder assistance mission (EUBAM Ra-
fah) in the Palestinian Territories; an integrated rule of law mission in 
Iraq (EUJUST Lex); a rule of law mission (EUJUST Themis); a monitoring 
mission (EUMM Georgia) in Georgia; a civil-military operation to sup-
port the African Union’s Mission in Sudan (AMIS EU Supporting Ac-
tion); a mission to monitor the implementation of the peace process 
in Aceh, Indonesia (AMM) and a police mission in Afghanistan (EUPOL 
Afghanistan). Recently an EU planning team prepared for operation 
EULEX, which now operates in the broader area of the rule of law in 
Kosovo and is the largest civilian ESDP operation launched so far. With 
EUNAVFOR Somalia the EU launched the first maritime operation in 
order to prevent acts of piracy and to protect vulnerable vessels off 
the Somali coast.

Although the size and mandate of these operations differed, this 
active engagement demonstrates that the EU’s support for interna-
tional peace and security continues to grow. However, a research-based 
evaluation of these operations, especially with regard to assessments 
related to the concept of Human Security, is still in its early stages.11

11 For an overview of first attempts to evaluate ESDP-operations in general see 
MERLINGEN and OSTRAUSKAITÉ (2005: 215).
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5. Challenges of integrating Human Security into the ESDP

Despite this progress made in the sense of promoting Human Secu-
rity via the ESDP, we cannot ignore that some features support the im-
age that this policy cannot be fully associated with a Human Security 
approach.

Firstly, there is still a lack of proper coordination and coopera-
tion between the Council of the EU and the European Commission 
(GOURLAY 2006). Even if the ESDP was oriented towards a Human 
Security approach, the chance of fostering Human Security would re-
main low as long as the interaction and coordination between the pil-
lars of the EU remain rudimentary. Improvements in this regard would 
be necessary to provide a coherent response to crisis situations from 
their early stages, by combining and coordinating measures of foreign 
policy, trade and development with security initiatives. This would en-
sure that the Union’s actions cover the entire circle of prevention, crisis 
management, stabilisation and reconstruction in a comprehensive way. 
Such an integrated strategy in the sense expressed by OGATA & CELS 
(2003: 276) is still lacking.

Secondly, the EU as a multilateral organisation sui generis has af-
firmed in the ESS that today’s threats cannot be tackled by one actor 
alone, which is one important aspect of the Human Security approach. 
Although the member states of the Union strive to work together and 
try to reach common aims and although the EU seeks proper coopera-
tion with actors like the OSCE, UN, NATO or the African Union, a truly 
multilateral and strategic approach is still lacking in the ESDP. There-
fore, closer coordination and cooperation would be necessary not 
only within the EU and its member states, but also with other interna-
tional and regional actors in order to prevent duplication or even rivalry 
(DWAN 2005: 280 et seqq.).

Thirdly, the European institutions still seem to follow a top-down 
approach, assuming in many situations that Brussels knows best 
(FLECHTNER 2005). A Human Security approach, as an approach that 
concentrates on the needs of individuals and communities, would pay 
more attention to the viewpoints of the people who live in an affected 
area and consider their views in the decision-making processes. More 
and constant consultations on an equal basis before and during opera-
tions would help in the process of identifying and understanding the 
basic needs of the local population, which would ensure a bottom-up 
approach.
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III. Conclusions

Although five member states of the EU —Austria, Greece, Ireland, 
The Netherlands and Slovenia— are members of the Human Security 
Network, which is a coalition of like-minded states that feels commit-
ted to the concept of Human Security,12 the ESDP as such is not based 
on a political or even legal commitment to Human Security. A brief 
analysis of the theory and practice of the ESDP reveals that this new 
policy already comprises some features of a Human Security approach 
whilst it does not as yet reflect the whole spectrum of this concept.

The civilian instruments developed in the framework of the ESDP 
basically aim to protect and empower people and communities to fend 
for themselves in crisis, conflicts and post-conflict situations. This for-
mation of civil instruments is not a fig leaf for the development of mili-
tary assets, but rather a special approach of a post-modern civil power. 
An intelligent combination of civil and, if necessary, military instruments 
in line with the Human Security approach could thus be the answer to 
the demanding security challenges of the 21st century. By implement-
ing preventive measures and providing comprehensive responses to cri-
sis and conflict situations the EU could offer expertise and capabilities 
that are unlike any other international actor, thus adding value to the 
international security environment.

Since the ESDP is not driven by the Human Security approach in 
some important aspects, the exploration of this concept in more depth 
could be worthwhile for the European Union, especially because this 
approach could provide the driving force to overcome institutional re-
straints between the Council of the EU and the European Commission 
and could thus increase the effectiveness of the ESDP and the Euro-
pean Union as a whole. An official statement declaring Human Security 
as the framework for the future development of ESDP would not only 
help to define the future role of the military, but it would also help the 
mainstreaming of human rights so that and other Human Security is-
sues would not become mere rhetorical exercises for the European Un-
ion. Such a declaration, if backed by proper conceptual clearness and 
political willingness, would mark a significant move away from the kind 
of pragmatism that is often driven by self-interest towards a value-
driven agenda with the protection and promotion of human rights ly-
ing at its very core.

12 See website of the Human Security Network. At: http://www.humansecuritynet-
work.org/, last accessed: 1 September 2009.
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Evaluating the ESDP operations from a Human Security perspec-
tive and exploring the possibilities and challenges of adopting a Hu-
man Security approach to the ESDP still remains a demanding task. This 
might be due to the oft-alleged vagueness of the concept of Human 
Security, but might also relate to the fast development of this relatively 
new European policy. Therefore, a multi-disciplinary approach seems to 
be helpful, indeed indispensable to achieving fruitful assessments and 
conclusions.
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Human Security and Geopolitical Contexts:
Uses and Meanings

Ricardo Pereira
University of Coimbra, Portugal1

Introduction

As an academic discipline, human security derives from the work 
and discussions pursued by scholars in the field of Security Studies 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s, but it has been situated particu-
larly in Peace Studies, since the 1960s. At the political level, how-
ever, it gained significance as the Cold War came to an end, namely 
in the first edition of the Human Development Report of the United 
Nations Development Programme in 1994. This programme was 
posited on the principles of “freedom from need” and “freedom 
from want”; in other words, freedom from threats such as hunger, 
epidemics, poverty, and violent disruptions. Today human security is 
vocalised and performed by a wide range of agents across the inter-
national scene, from states to humanitarian non-governmental or-
ganisations.

Whereas some geopolitical characteristics have remained and have 
been reinforced over the last twenty years, since the end of the Cold 
War, there have also been some major changes during that period. It 
is readily acknowledged that the United States has remained as the 
world’s only superpower, especially with regard to its military assets. 
Meanwhile market-led economic globalisation, and all its socio-political 
effects, have continued to set the pace of today’s world order. Yet, in 
the case of human security-related policies —which often correspond 
with the crossroads between development aid and global security— 
one has observed shifts in the way the concept has been implemented 

1 Ricardo Pereira is a doctoral student of International Politics and Conflict Resolu-
tion at the Centre for Social Studies, University of Coimbra. This contribution was pre-
pared under the auspices of EDEN Intensive Programme 2007, which took place at the 
University of Deusto, Bilbao, on 9-13 July.
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before and after the beginning of the 21st century, and especially since 
the terrorist attacks in September 11.

In this brief contribution I will analyse the content, purpose and use 
of the concept of human security in two different geopolitical struc-
tural contexts concomitant with the post-Cold War period and the War 
on Terror, that was inaugurated by the terrorist attacks on the United 
States in September 2001, and in Europe in March 2004 and July 2005. 
In order to illustrate the discrepancies, I will focus on the case of global 
health governance; and, specifically the broader rationales grounding 
the various policies aimed at the prevention and treatment of emerging 
and remerging infectious diseases. My argument is that, as an “ambiv-
alent” concept (DUFFIELD 2002; 2006), human security tends to adapt 
to, and to be adapted, according to different, and to some extent op-
posite, geopolitical settings, which may explain the development of this 
particular academic field.

Human Security in the post-Cold War age: The ‘original’ 
proposition

The growing rapprochement between the two Cold War rival su-
perpowers and corresponding ideological blocks in the late 1980s, 
mostly resulting from Soviet President Gorbachev’s policies of per-
estroika and glasnost, and the growth in multilateralism, greatly con-
tributed to a reappraisal of security which went beyond the concern 
over external menaces to territorial sovereignty. In 1991 Barry Buzan 
proposed a concept of security which included political, social, eco-
nomic and ecological threats, which tend to work in an intercon-
nected model (BUZAN 1991: 112-134). These non-military threats 
have been associated to a category named by Jennifer Brower and 
Peter Chalk (CHALK 2003: 2-3) as the “grey area phenomena,” 
which account for the dissemination of diseases, the trafficking in 
drugs, environmental degradation, terrorism, and the like, and are 
characterized by no regard for sovereign bordered territories, and an 
incapability of being tackled within classical bipolar schemes of con-
tention.

In order to comprehend and define strategies aimed at overcom-
ing the threats associated with these phenomena, one concept which 
has been successfully advocated is that of human security. This is a 
concept which essentially perceives individual security not only as a 
function of state security, but as notions of the actual quality of life as 
well. Despite still being a “sketch” (CORREIA 2002: 245), this frame-
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work has become part of the foundations of the so-called “New Geo-
politics” in contrast to the traditional, state-centred approach (“Old 
Geopolitics”).

Brower and Chalk establish three fundamental differences be-
tween traditional security and human security. Whereas the former 
mostly takes into account concepts of national security and interna-
tional security, the latter reflects this in terms of global security, de-
scending to the level of human beings and their dynamics among 
themselves and with regard to their relations with the surrounding 
environment (BAN 2003: 19-20). While traditional security takes the 
state as the object of analysis and its corresponding sovereign terri-
tory, whilst human security analyses the individual and his/her social 
and community ties, which may take a strong transnational stance.2 
Whilst from a traditional security perspective, violence is exercised at 
an inter-state level, and in a structured manner, under the auspices 
of an anarchical system of nations; in the case of human security, vio-
lence may take place in a chaotic and non-structured manner. Further-
more, whilst the traditional paradigm favours a vision of competition 
between states towards relative gains, the new paradigm, due to its 
individual nature, previews cooperation arrangements in the direction 
of absolute gains.

Yet, human security has its origins in an older scholarly tradi-
tion, namely, Peace Studies, as pursued under the auspices of the 
International Peace Research Institute (PRIO) and publications such 
as the Journal of Peace Research. To a large extent, human secu-
rity attempts to offer a political response to the “triangle of vio-
lences” developed by the PRIO’s founder and director for many 
years, Johan Galtung (GALTUNG 1996): cultural violence (symbol-
ism aimed at legitimising violence), structural violence (socio-eco-
nomic-rooted causes of violence), and direct violence (physical and 
verbal violence), and corresponding notions of negative peace (ab-
sence of violence) and positive peace (structural changes by peace-
ful means).

In 1994 human security gained remarkable political visibility in the 
first edition of Human Development Report. Yet this had been pre-
ceded by the work of the former United Nations’ secretary-general 
Boutros-Ghali in his Agenda for Peace in 1992. In that text, denounc-
ing that the ongoing concept of security does not mirror the reality of 

2 See SÖKEFELD, Martin (2006): “Mobilizing in transnational space: a social move-
ment approach to the formation of Diaspora”, in Global Networks, vol. 6, no. 3, 
pp. 265-284.
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the majority of the world’s population, human security advocates free-
dom from, chronic threats such as hunger, disease and repression, and, 
freedom from sudden and painful disruptions of daily patterns of life 
(UNDP 1994: 23).3

The United Nations has indeed championed the adoption of the 
concept of human security, applying it as the ultimate goal of its mis-
sions, particularly with regard to post-conflict reconstruction and 
peacebuilding. Human security stands for the technological overcom-
ing of all sorts of violence-filled contemporary phenomena summarised 
under the name of “failed/failing states” and “new wars.” Whereas 
failed states are those that:

cannot or will not safeguard minimal civil conditions for their popula-
tions: domestic peace, law and order and good governance, [where] 
the basic functions of the State are no longer performed” (JACKSON 
2000: 296; ZARTMAN 1995: 5),

New war is often the outcome of these phenomena. In other words 
new war eminently involves intra-state conflict, fed by identity differ-
ences (such as ethnic identity, religious identity and regionalism), asso-
ciated with forms that are closer to the feudalism of the Middle Ages, 
and are fuelled by the extraction/distribution of resources that are val-
ued highly by the international markets (such as precious stones, nar-
cotics, gas and oil).4

Yet, the very realisation of the pertinence of new security priorities 
after the end of the Cold War and all the processes that this momen-
tous historical change contributed to, putting into place, namely eco-
nomic globalisation and its many complex and often unpredictable so-
cio-political and environmental effects, made Western states aware of 
the need to adjust their own national security agendas in the form of 
a new global security perspective. On the one hand, there is a good 
deal of support for the UNDP, and its many public and private partners, 
and even group-led excursions such as the Middle Powers Initiative, 

3 According to the report, there are seven categories of threats to human security: 
economy, food-related, health-related, environmental, personal, community-related, 
and political.

4 See KALDOR, Mary (1999): New and Old Wars: Organised Violence in a Global 
Era, Polity Press, Cambridge; DUFFIELD, Mark (2001): Global Governance and the New 
Wars: The Merger of Development and Security, Zed Press, London; and BERDAL, Mats 
e MALONE, David M. (ed.) (2000): Greed and Grievance: Economic Agendas in Civil 
Wars. New York: International Peace Academy and Lynne Rienner Publishers, New York 
and Boulder (CO).
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launched in 1998.5 Yet, on the other hand, the strategic texts of the 
United States and the European Union underline the importance of the 
well-being of their populations in an age of challenging globalisation, 
equating national interest to global interest, and hence the need to 
provide national responses to global responses.6 The European Union’s 
Defence and Security Strategy, for instance, consubstantiates a human 
security agenda par excellence.

Human Security in the age of the War on Terror: 
Ambivalence or cooption?

The concept of human security heralds liberation by all means; free-
dom from need and freedom from want are the two keywords defin-
ing what is at stake. But one should bear in mind that generally-speak-
ing the concepts of liberty and security are presented as two different 
dishes of the same balancing scales, in which one outweighs the other, 
or ideally reaches the same level. Arguably, this concept mirrors this 
picture, and reveals a charge of ambivalence as the post-September 11 
period has been demonstrating, and to an extend the ‘original’ sense 
may be jeopardised.

Human security interconnects with human rights and human de-
velopment (BENEDEK 2007). Furthermore, politically human security 
expresses an idea of “liberal humanitarianism” (PERRIGO 2007) given 
the wide array of agents involved, namely private and non-governmen-
tal ones, thus enabling non-traditional, non-state actors to participate 
in foreign affairs. From a theoretical standpoint, there is basically no 
doubt about the potential that human security holds with regard to the 
general improvement of the world’s situation as the Millennium Devel-
opment Goals have put it. The problem is that, either due to its inner 
ambivalence, if not cooptation, for the sake of particular national se-
curity interests today, the policies human security would sustain have 
often been used ultimately towards the security of specific regional 

5 The main guiding goal of the Middle Powers Initiative (MPI) is “promoting practi-
cal steps toward the elimination of nuclear weapons” (MPI, 2007).

6 The strategic texts on national security of the main global powers, United States 
and European Union, articulate security preoccupations with quality of life, coincid-
ing internal and external scales: “The goal of our statecraft is to help create a world of 
democratic, well-governed states that can meet the needs of their citizens and conduct 
themselves responsibly in the international system” (The White House, 2006); and “The 
European security strategy reaffirms our common determination to face our responsibil-
ity for guaranteeing a secure Europe in a better world” (European Council, 2003).
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populations for specific purposes and not on an equal global scale as 
it was originally conceived. As a result, Western overseas development 
humanitarianism has been securitised and prioritised for the most dan-
gerous contexts. Again, the geopolitical context —War on Terror— has 
contributed (if not highly determined) the meanings and practices of 
peace- and freedom-prone concepts, diverting away from the original 
meaning of human security in its period of gestation between 1986 
and 1991.

Furthermore, it should be noted that the ambivalent nature of hu-
man security has been emphasised in several critiques originating from 
mainstream authors in the Realist School of International Relations, 
who have emphasised the “vagueness,” of human security, arguing 
that it is impossible to deal with the concept (PARIS 2001: 93), if not 
utterly market-oriented, from the perspective of the mobilisation of 
scarce resources towards international human development through a 
security discourse (PETERSON 2002: 50).

Since the attacks n the United States on 11 September 2001, in 
Madrid on 11 March, and in London on 7 July 2004, the leadership 
of the centre of the international system, particularly the Bush Ad-
ministration declared that it could not leave to chance any way of 
containing, first and foremost, any perspective of terrorist action by 
the “Axis of Evil”. This led to military interventions as in the case of 
the invasions of Afghanistan, and later Iraq, and today’s attention on 
the Middle East and “rogue states” in general have testified. Apart 
from these repressive measures, liberal ones go along under the form 
of development and support for regime change, which is increasingly 
prioritised towards countries and regions where terrorist networks 
might be working, either by posing serious risks to Western property 
and citizens, or by mobilising resources, whether human or logistical. 
Non-governmental organisations, such as Action Aid, have already 
voiced their discontent with this orientation, which clearly does not 
emphasise the original goals of a ‘true’ human security (COSGRAVE 
2004).

However, what is ‘true’ human security? I argue that the suggestion 
by Mark Duffield of human security’s ambivalence may be grounded in 
two policies: either: global solidarity or nation-state selfishness.7 When 
one raises questions as to which of these two tendencies has been 
more advanced by the human security paradigm and for what purpose, 

7 “In a single concept the idea of human security […] contains the optimism of sus-
tainable development while, at the same time, it draws attention to the conditions that 
menace international stability.” (DUFFIELD, 2006: 9).
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I come to the conclusion that it may well depend on the geopolitical 
framework that is at stake. Whereas before the War on Terror there 
was room to advance positive ideas about global improvement, ruling 
preoccupations nowadays of “Islamist fascism” (as the United States 
President George Bush calls it) or “uncontrolled migrations” (as one 
hears frequently from the average European decision-maker) provide 
a sense of human security being used for the security of the Western, 
“metropolitan” donor community-residing populations’ with regard to 
the borderlands of the system.8 At this stage, one should bear in mind 
that human security shifts from focusing preferably on the South to a 
growing preoccupation for the “South in the North” (SANTOS 2004) 
that I associate with the (sub)urban, Third World-born populations of 
the metropolises of Europe and North America. Given the top anti-ter-
rorist agenda, that is closely connected to the management of migra-
tion, the securitisation of human security-based policies testify to the 
ambivalence of the concept, but also pave the way for its cooptation 
in the name of power politics. In the age of expanding, grey-area phe-
nomena-filled (terrorist menaces, to begin with) globalisation: “achiev-
ing security in the borderlands, and hence international stability, is 
now seen as lying in activities designed to reduce poverty, satisfy basic 
needs, strengthen economic self-sufficiency, create representative civil 
institutions, encourage thrift, promote human rights, gender aware-
ness, and so on: the name of this new security framework is develop-
ment” (DUFFIELD 2002: 1064).

The case of global health management: Measures against 
emerging and remerging infectious diseases today

The governments of the United States and today’s main regional 
leaderships (European Union, Russia, China and India) develop pro-
grammes aimed at preventing the spread of infectious diseases. In the 
case of the United States and the European Union, the scope of action 
lies both inside and outside their territories. Overseas development aid, 
channelled through non-governmental organisations, under the aus-
pices of the United Nations, the World Health Organisation (WHO) and 
even the G8, whose meeting in St. Petersburg in 2006 was partially 
dedicated to HIV/AIDS.

8 “The terms ‘metropolitan’ and ‘borderlands’ are metaphors for the opposing char-
acteristics of order and chaos.” (DUFFIELD, 2002: 1052).
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The global health governance system, as it happens in other 
realms, is highly liberalised in the way that, in spite of the historical ex-
istence of an intergovernmental organisation (the WHO) embodying a 
global understanding of the promotion of public health and its priori-
ties; this is often performed at a reduced level of coordination and by 
a wide raft of agencies. Meanwhile, responses to public health crises 
are often “fractured” (INGRAM 2005: 283), both technically, given, for 
example, the increased funding for AIDS prevention and its treatment 
set against decreasing funds being made available for the treatment of 
malaria and tuberculosis; and also politically, leading to a confrontation 
between “global governance”, as proposed by former United Nations 
secretary-general Kofi Annan and United States unilateral solutions.

That tension can be attached to the different geopolitical environ-
ments that I have described, in which the former proposal is traditionally 
a post-Cold War, “original human security concept-rooted” one, and the 
latter may be interpreted as an expression of the hyperpower’s top secu-
rity agenda. The securitisation of development aid at the level of health 
brings about serious troubles in terms of giving a positive tone to the 
whole concept of human security. On the one hand, health security may 
legitimise the perverse bio-political measures of social discrimination and 
normalisation, since it can bring into question the fundamental rights of 
those carrying the disease (ELBE 2006). On the other hand, this securi-
tisation may “selectively” prioritise support for diseases which, are not 
only identified as menacing most the Western populations (HIV/AIDS), 
but also increase the number of catastrophic effects within specific re-
gional contexts, both at the macro level, for example the general dete-
rioration of the social fabric, which in turn may lead to state fragility and 
possible armed conflict and at a micro level, for example, the orphaning 
of children who may respond to the appeals of extremists as a survival 
strategy. Today’s “War on Terror” agenda undermines the far broader, yet 
long-term goal of the promotion of global public health as part of a mas-
ter development and peacekeeping strategy as it was proclaimed back in 
the early 1990s (MCINNES & LEE, 2006; OWEN & ROBERTS 2005).

Conclusion

The concept of human security has gained considerable academic 
and political credit in recent years, despite criticism by the mainstream Re-
alist school of International Relations. Moreover, one should stress Duff-
ield’s vision of human security as ambivalent, especially in terms of an-
swering basic questions such as security for whom and security for what.
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The end of the Cold War, and the renewed hopes for world peace 
and disarmament that were concomitant with this and provided a 
space for the notion of liberation from violence and its causes (such as 
hunger, disease, and persecution) that could be implemented world-
wide mostly in the context of failed states and new wars. Human de-
velopment and human rights, followed by academic discussions and 
proposals on peace and broader notions of security, finally received po-
litical significance and set an Agenda. Yet, since the beginning of the 
21st century emphasis has been placed upon development agendas, es-
pecially Western donor-funded ones, which have been prioritised to-
wards the prevention of what endangers the security of Western pop-
ulations, most notably with regard to terrorism. Today some of the 
clearest expressions of this meaning and use of human security invest-
ment are located in the “rogue states” and those states undergoing 
“regime change” (first and foremost, Afghanistan and Iraq). Another 
priority is targeted at the populations of territories surrounding the very 
centre of the system, in order to prevent migration. The geopolitical 
context where human security programmes operate provides answers 
to the questions above.

Apart from not serving the original meaning of human security as I 
have demonstrated above in the case of the priorities of global health 
governance with regard to the priorities and the politico-ethical dilem-
mas of HIV/AIDS prevention, today’s use of human security, or securitised 
human development, has produced rather a visible reverse effect. In my 
opinion, one example which makes a strong case for this is the increas-
ing assault on development aid workers and volunteers and international 
peacekeeping officers overseas by specific local population’s sectors, 
as denounced by Médecins Sans Frontières in its 2006 Annual Report 
(2007). In many contexts human security and all that it positively stands 
for is being associated with expressions of domination, if not imperial-
ism, by the centre vis-à-vis the peripheries. As a result, the threatening 
effect of terrorism only serves to increase and undermine the promoters’ 
liberating and solidarity mission of those who promote human security.
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Human Security and Cyberwarfare

Georg Kerschischnig
University of Graz, Austria

Introduction

Cyberwarfare, a portmanteau word derived from the prefix ‘cyber’ 
and the word ‘warfare’, is a modern-day phenomenon emerging from 
the context of the information society. After an explanation of the no-
tion, some factual particularities of cyberspace that create unique chal-
lenges to human security in the contemporary world will be highlighted, 
followed by a brief overview of governance initiatives and policies re-
garding cyberspace. Then, the human security aspects related to cyber-
war will be brought into focus, starting with an actor-based classifica-
tion of the particular threats, followed by an analysis and a conclusion.

What is Cyberwar?

There is a lack of consistency in defining the type of activity that 
constitutes cyberwar in both the pertinent literature and in the media. 
The widest definition includes any intrusion through cyberspace, re-
gardless of the scope and actors concerned. In the narrowest sense, cy-
berwar is only warfare in cyberspace. It comprises cyberattacks; namely, 
the use of tools and techniques to corrupt or delete data and cyberex-
ploitation; that is, the use of tools and techniques to infiltrate and spy 
on a target). The definition of cyberwar can include information war-
fare; in other words, the conveying of influencing information to the 
enemy, but this should be distinguished from electronic warfare; which 
concerns the use of electromagnetic and directed energy.

Furthermore, from a semantic point of view, the noun “war” not 
only refers to conflicts between states, but also “a struggle or compe-
tition between opposing forces or for a particular end”.1 Drawing an 

1 War, Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, http://www.merriam-webster.com/dic-
tionary/war (06-30-2009).
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analogy with the “war on terror”, it seems fitting to subsume corre-
sponding issues of cyberspace within the definition of cyberwar as well. 
A look at the reality of cyberspace helps to identify these issues where 
states face each other on one side and non-state actors on the other. 
In this regard, the following areas of interest emerge: cybercrime, cy-
berterrorism, and the related fields of censorship and what is often re-
ferred to as “hacktivism”; in other words, political activism in cyber-
space. Cybercrime appears to have an overarching influence on other 
issues, such as terrorism. It is a special form of crime, and censorship 
is often the response to the criminalization of political activism. What 
is more, the tools and techniques of cybercrime are universally used in 
the other activities. However, despite the fact that cybercrime is a huge 
threat to the security of cyberspace, the conceptualization of cyberwar 
requires a rather restrictive approach, whereby a line is drawn when it 
comes to any intention to realize profit. The motivation connected with 
cyberwar should not only be non-profit making, but specifically politi-
cal, following Carl von Clausewitz’s theory of war being the continua-
tion of politics by other means. This leaves cyberterrorism and hacktiv-
ism as topics to be discussed in connection with cyberwar. The parties 
confronting each other in cyberspace are —in all combinations— na-
tions, groups, and individuals.

Vulnerabilities accredited to cyberspace

Traditional approaches do not always apply to cyberspace, due to 
particularities that are embedded in its architecture and history. Fur-
thermore, its decentralized nature, its spread and design should en-
able cyberspace to resist any nuclear strike, whilst its virtuality has 
made identification features superfluous, since no tracking of paying 
customers had been originally envisioned.2 Neither has the rapid com-
mercialization of the Internet been foreseeable, which followed the in-
troduction of personal computers at affordable prices. Within less than 
twenty years, over 20 percent of the world’s population went online.3 
Nevertheless, this overwhelming success has also introduced new chal-
lenges.

2 Cf. NATO Parliamentary Assembly, NATO and Cyber Defence, Doc.No. 027 DSCFC 
09 E, Committee Report, 2009 Spring Session, para 10, http://www.naa.be/Default.
asp?SHORTCUT=1782 (06-26-2009).

3 Cf. World Internet Users March 2009, Internet World Stats, http://www.internet-
worldstats.com/stats.htm (06-26-2009).

© University of Deusto - ISBN 978-84-9830-475-6



 HUMAN SECURITY AND CYBERWARFARE 231

Ubiquity, dependency, and sensitive systems

The emergence of cyberspace has changed our daily course of life. 
Today, there are only a few areas left that have not been penetrated by 
information and communication technology (ICT). The proliferation of 
commercial computing, cheap end-consumer technology and ubiqui-
tous embedded systems is constantly increasing connectivity. Today, cy-
berspace affects everyone: individuals, businesses, organizations, and 
governments; it is vital for the economic, social, and political wellbeing 
of modern society. Especially in developed countries, the Internet has 
become a critical resource that people expect to be continuously availa-
ble.4 Conversely, this growing dependence exposes all members of so-
ciety to intrinsic national security threats related to cyberspace.5

What is more, not only do human beings communicate, work, 
and interact in cyberspace, but all sorts of computerized devices are 
being upgraded with automated connectivity features, creating the 
so-called “Internet of things”. This trend towards ubiquitous comput-
ing has not even spared sensitive spheres, where an intrusion could 
have negative effects on national security in general, and on per-
sonal security in particular. In this regard, the highest sensitivity is 
found within “critical infrastructure”. This is the framework of essen-
tial goods and services that a society depends on to function prop-
erly, and the disruption or destruction of which would have a debili-
tating or at least significant impact. It comprises various sectors, such 
as energy, transportation, telecommunications, water, public health, 
and some key assets, such as governmental services.6 For the sake of 

4 Cf. Commission of the European Communities, Communication from the Com-
mission to the European Parliament and the Council, Internet governance: the next 
steps, Com(2009) 277 final, Brussels, 06-18-2009, 2.

5 Cf. UK Cabinet Office, Cyber Security Strategy of the United Kingdom, safety, 
security and resilience in cyber space, 2009, 12, http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/me-
dia/216620/css0906.pdf (06-29-2009).

6 See generally MILLER, Robert A./LACHOW, Irving: “Strategic Fragility: Infrastruc-
ture Protection and National Security in the Information Age”, in: Defense Horizons, Na-
tional Defense University, Center for Technology and National Security Policy, January 
2008, No. 59, 2, http://www.ndu.edu/ctnsp/defense_horizons/DH59.pdf (06-12-2009); 
MARSH, Robert T. (ed.): Critical Foundations: Protecting America’s Infrastructures, The 
Report of the President’s Commission on Critical Infrastructure Protection, 1997, Appe-
dix B-1, http://www.fas.org/sgp/library/pccip.pdf (04-15-2009); LEWIS, Theodore G.: 
Critical infrastructure protection in homeland security, Defending a networked nation, 
Hoboken, NJ, USA (Wiley), 2006; Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing Ap-
propriate Tools Required to Interrupt and Obstruct Terrorism (USA PATRIOT ACT) Act of 
2001, Public Law 107-56, Oct. 26, 2001; COUNCIL OF THE EUROPEAN UNION, Council 
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efficiency, most of these areas are remotely controlled by networks 
which are often either directly or indirectly connected to the Internet. 
The telecommunications sector itself builds, alongside the energy sec-
tor, an overarching framework most other critical infrastructures rely 
on for their proper functioning. From this interdependency arise vul-
nerabilities that are further exacerbated by the implementation of 
commercial off-the-shelf technology.

Boundlessness, anonymity, and technological progress

Cyberspace does not adhere to traditional boundaries: due to its 
architecture and its intangibility it can hardly be harnessed within na-
tional borders. The impossibility of using analogue-age approaches 
to subject it to national jurisdiction urges international cooperation, 
which, aside from cooperation in technical matters, is still in its infancy. 
Cyberspace awakens threats unknown to the physical world and de-
prives any distance of its normally protective effect.

Moreover, cyberspace offers a great degree of anonymity. Although 
everyone is identifiable by their IP-address, there is a whole panoply of 
techniques to cover one’s tracks. Thanks to special routing procedures 
information can be anonymously distributed thereby and protecting 
the communicator from identification. While this certainly has a posi-
tive side, the downside is that sophisticated cyberintrusions are very 
hard to track down. They are being routed through a chain of vary-
ing proxies in different countries, each adding an additional layer of 
concealment between the source and the target. This is further fueled 
by the commercial proliferation of broadband and permanent connec-
tions, providing hackers with an ample amount of often poorly secured 
end-user systems that they can use as a stopover. Together with the 
lack of universal international cooperation in cyberforensics, this makes 
the attribution of intrusions very difficult. Without absolute certainty if 
the identified source really is the first link in the chain, it is impossible 
to identify intruders and their motivations. It could be that hackers do 
their work for fun, for criminals, states or even for terrorists. Although 
only a mere 20 percent of the world’s population is online and despite 
the “digital divide” between developed and developing countries, the 
group of malevolent actors keeps growing and cybercrime has become 

Directive 2008/114/EC of 8 December 2008 on the identification and designation of Eu-
ropean critical infrastructures and the assessment of the need to improve their protec-
tion, OJ L 345/75.
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a business in its own right. The enabling means are not exclusive: all 
one needs to create a malicious code is commercial ICT equipment, an 
Internet connection, the necessary knowledge, and a lot of time. The 
equipment and the connection are widely available and affordable, the 
knowledge is self-taught and free time is abundant, especially in eco-
nomically deprived regions with high unemployment.

Another factor is the rapid development of the technology that un-
derpins cyberspace. Vulnerabilities have emerged more frequently since 
software release circles became shorter and it became common prac-
tice to release flawed software that only subsequently gets patched 
up with updates, often not before someone has taken advantage of 
the security hole in question. What is more, the bulk of Internet users 
have very little knowledge of and concern for Internet security. They 
are diametrically opposed to a growing number of technically sophis-
ticated hackers, capable of going in and out of systems without being 
detected. Further worsening the situation are the online applications 
that are part of what is commonly referred to as the “web 2.0”, the re-
invention of the traditional Internet, featuring better convergence and 
usability. Despite the prevailing positive aspects of social inclusion and 
the promotion of cyberspace, these applications also lure inexperienced 
users into realms where too trusting behaviour can ensnare them in ex-
ploitation.

A short history of governance in cyberspace

Most governments have long been underestimating the power 
vested within ICT, and the Internet in particular. They could not keep 
up with the pace that the private sector and civil society kept develop-
ing new technologies and picked up new ways to communicate and 
to generate income. Always being one step behind the private sector, 
states started to adapt to the new challenges they saw themselves con-
fronted with, ranging from new forms of crime to the loss of sover-
eignty caused by the borderless architecture of cyberspace, only to find 
out that without substantial international cooperation any effort to 
harness cyberspace was futile.

Technical cooperation had been around in the telecommunications 
sector long before the birth of the Internet under the auspices of the 
International Telecommunication Union (ITU), one of the oldest inter-
national organizations, now a specialized agency of the United Nations 
(UN). The Internet as well understood technical cooperation from its 
beginning, but unlike the ITU this process was not backed by govern-
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ments and based on international treaties, but by the private sector. It 
was based on “rough consensus and running code”7 and featured a 
clear depreciation of any government involvement (“Governments of 
the Industrial World, […]. I come from Cyberspace, the new home of 
Mind. On behalf of the future, I ask you of the past to leave us alone. 
You are not welcome among us. You have no sovereignty where we 
gather”).8 However, this firm stance has partly diluted today, since civil 
society recognized that governments had to be involved to tackle cy-
bercrime, ensure sustainability of critical services and defend the public 
interest against narrow commercial deliberations.9

While in the beginning this approach of bottom-up self regulation 
worked to the satisfaction of all parties, states —in particular the U.S. 
government, claiming its birthright— tried, over a period of time, to 
get a firmer grasp of the situation. Fortunately, the tenacity of the hith-
erto keepers of cyberspace led to the establishment of a multi-stake-
holder approach, including governments, the private sector and civil 
society. However, so far no single body has been agreed on to under-
take this governance, and the respective roles and responsibilities are 
distributed among different bodies, with varying degrees of independ-
ence and power. The most prominent of these bodies are the Internet 
Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN) and the Inter-
net Government Forum (IGF).10

Parallel to this multi-stakeholder approach, governments still re-
serve the exclusive right to govern some areas on their own. It became 
obvious that a response to the flourishing area of cybercrime was nec-
essary, and many states started to exercise their traditional coercive mo-
nopoly by delegitimizing certain acts in cyberspace. However, the lack 
of harmonization tended to hamper aw enforcement. To better this sit-
uation, the Council of Europe (CoE) drafted its Convention on Cyber-

7 CLARK, David D.: A Cloudy Crystal Ball: Visions of the Future, plenary presenta-
tion at 24th meeting of the Internet Engineering Task Force, 13-17 July 1992, http://xys.
ccert.edu.cn/reference/future_ietf_92.pdf (06-23-2009).

8 BARLOW, John P.: A Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace, Davos, 1996, 
http://homes.eff.org/~barlow/Declaration-Final.html (06-23-2009).

9 Cf. EUROPEAN COMMISSION (2009): “Internet governance: the next steps”, 4; 
see also CASACUBERTA David & SENGES Max: “Do we need new rights in Cyberspace?, 
Discussing the case of how to define on-line privacy in an Internet Bill of Rights”, in: En-
rahonar, vol. 40/41, 2008, 99 et seq.

10 See generally KLEINWÄCHTER, Wolfgang: “The History of Internet Govern-
ance”, 41-64, in: MÖLLER, Christian & AMOUROUX, Arnaud (eds.): Governing the In-
ternet, Freedom and Regulation in the OSCE Region, http://www.osce.org/publications/
rfm/2007/07/25667_918_en.pdf (06-23-2009).
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crime11, an international convention also open to non-CoE states that 
entered into force in 2004. It is the first and still the only international 
legal instrument to tackle a wide variety of cyberspace issues, first and 
foremost cybercrime. Unfortunately, the lack of multi-stakeholderism in 
the drafting process became obvious due to inadequate human rights 
references, and the convention falls short of ensuring adherence to hu-
man rights in non-CoE member states.

However, human rights are even more endangered by other meas-
ures taken by states unilaterally. Initially it was believed that the tech-
nologies of cyberspace would ensure the freedom of information and 
would overcome all possible governmental limitations. Reality proved 
that technology can beat technology. Western ICT companies equip 
governments around the world with the necessary means to limit, cen-
sor, monitor, and track down individuals they deem to have broken the 
law.12 The spectrum of state interference ranges from actions deemed 
necessary in any democratic society (such as the suppression of child 
pornography) to the crackdown on dissidents in an oppressive regime.

The role of cyberspace for national security

While developing mechanisms to filter and control cyberspace, sev-
eral states also began to assess their cyber vulnerabilities. The daunting 
results of the first studies undertaken in the late 1990s led to the im-
plementation of cybersecurity in many places. However, it became clear 
that the constant development of new technology relentlessly created 
new vulnerabilities — a fact that often renders the securitization of cy-
berspace a Sisyphean task. In the course of developing national cyber-
defenses to protect critical infrastructures, government systems, and 
key businesses, the idea was conceived of also using cyberspace as an 
offensive asset. This could compensate for the vulnerabilities that cy-
berspace had created, and could be advantageous in many areas.

The respective national approaches differ in both scope and the 
level of disclosure, and mostly are only very vaguely formulated. The 
following list gives an exemplary overview of the activities and policies 
of notable cyberwar players.

11 COUNCIL OF EUROPE: Convention on Cybercrime, 11-23-2001, ETS No. 185, 
http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/en/Treaties/Html/185.htm (06-23-2009).

12 Cf. RHOADS, Christopher & CHAO, Loretta: “Iran’s Web Spying Aided By West-
ern Technology”, in: The Wall Street Journal, WSJ.com, 06-22-2009, http://online.wsj.
com/article/SB124562668777335653.html (06-24-2009).
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— The USA, supposedly the country most reliant on cyberspace, 
was the fi rst to research its respective vulnerabilities, beginning 
in the mid-1990s. Only recently, it adapted its cyberdefence poli-
cy by adding an offensive element.13 However, the USA seems to 
be resolved in keeping a certain level of opacity about the scope 
of its intentions, since: “a lack of clarity is viewed as important 
to keeping an adversary uncertain of the severity of an American 
counterattack”.14

— China took the offensive approach right away, indicating that it 
was building up an offensive cyberunit which it deemed an ad-
vantage in helping to equate their own forces with those of the 
other superpowers.15

— While Russia swathes itself in silence about its capabilities, it is 
so far the only country suspected of playing a part in several cy-
berwars (Estonia 2007, Georgia 2008, Kyrgyzstan 2009). Russia 
denied any involvement, but failed to act against the perpetra-
tors.16

13 Cf. SHANKER, Thom & SANGER, David E.: “Privacy May Be a Victim in Cyberde-
fense Plan”, in: The New York Times, NYTimes.com, 06-12-2009, http://www.nytimes.
com/2009/06/13/us/politics/13cyber.html?pagewanted=all (06-24-2009); SANGER, 
David E. & SHANKER, Thom: “Pentagon Plans New Arm to Wage Cyberspace Wars”, in: 
The New York Times, NYTimes.com, 05-28-2009, http://www.nytimes.com/2009/05/29/
us/politics/29cyber.html?hp (06-16-2009).

14 MARKOFF, John & SHANKER, Thom: “Panel Advises Clarifying U.S. Plans on Cy-
berwar”, in: The New York Times, NYTimes.com, 04-30-2009, http://www.nytimes.
com/2009/04/30/science/30cyber.html (06-24-2009).

15 Cf. HARRIS, Shane: “China’s Cyber-Militia”, in: National Journal Magazine, 05-
31-2008, http://www.nationaljournal.com/njmagazine/cs_20080531_6948.php (05-06-
2009).

16 See especially SOCOR, Vladimir: Russia begins cyber attacks against Estonian 
government, The Jamestown Foundation, 05-02-2007, http://www.jamestown.org/
single/?no_cache=1&tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=32715 (06-24-2009); cf. SHACHT-
MAN, Noah: “How I Joined Russia’s Cyber War”, in: Wired.com, 08-14-2008, http://
www.wired.com/dangerroom/2008/08/how-i-became-a/ (06-24-2009); INTELFU-
SION: The FSB’s Cyberwarriors (the RBN) attack Georgia, 08-11-2008, http://intelfu-
sion.net/wordpress/?p=388 (06-24-2009); INFOWAR: “Kirgisistan unter russischem 
Cyber-Beschuss”, in: Der Standard, derStandard.at, 01-29-2009, http://derstandard.
at/1231153189091 (01-29-2009); but see: NATO Parliamentary Assembly, Visit to Es-
tonia and Finland of the Sub-Committee on Transatlantic Defence and Security Co-
operation, 2008, http://www.nato-pa.int/default.Asp?SHORTCUT=1593 (06-26-
2009); DAVIS, Joshua: “Hackers Take Down the Most Wired Country in Europe”, in: 
Wired.com, 08-21-2007, http://www.wired.com/politics/security/magazine/15-09/ff_
estonia?currentPage=all (06-24-2009); SHACHTMAN, Noah: “Georgia Under Online As-
sault”, in: Wired.com, 08-10-2008, http://www.wired.com/dangerroom/2008/08/10/#e
ntry-53996176 (06-24-2009); against: HOROWITZ, Mark: Haunted Screens: Oh what a 

© University of Deusto - ISBN 978-84-9830-475-6



 HUMAN SECURITY AND CYBERWARFARE 237

— North Korea is also alleged to entertain a cyberunit with the task 
of spying on and interrupting services in South Korea and the 
USA.17

— In the EU, at the time of writing, only the UK has published a 
cybersecurity strategy. The UK frankly admits to having cyberat-
tack capabilities at its disposal, without revealing if they have 
been used so far.18 Interestingly enough, UK cybersecurity min-
ister Lord West pledged the UK would not use cyberspace for 
industrial espionage, while in a 2007 speech the head of UK se-
cret service MI5 Jonathan Evans accused Russia and China of us-
ing cyberspace: “to steal our sensitive technology on civilian and 
military projects, and trying to obtain political and economic in-
telligence at our expense.”19 An interesting aspect of the UK cy-
bersecurity strategy, which has been released in the context of a 
wider national security strategy, is that it takes a human security 
approach, acknowledging that: “our understanding of national 
security challenges —and our responses to them— must move 
beyond concepts of the security of the state and focus as well 
on the security of people, addressing the many challenges of the 
global world.”20 The strategy stipulates a multi-stakeholder ap-
proach, integrating industry, civil liberties groups, the public and 
international partners.21

— The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) picked up the cy-
berdefense issue in 2002 after it had seen its systems under at-
tack from Serbian hackers during the Kosovo confl ict, and, after 

lovely cyber war!, 08-13-2008, http://www.hauntedscreens.com/2008/08/russia-kicked-
off-its-new-war-against-georgia-by-launching--a-preliminary-cyberattack-against-vari-
ous-georgian-government-sit.html (06-24-2009).

17 Cf. “Nordkorea betreibt Spezialeinheit von Computer-Hackern”, in: Der Stan-
dard, derStandard.at, 05-05-2009, http://derstandard.at/fs/1240550522548/Nordkorea-
betreibt-Spezialeinheit-von-ComputerHackern (06-24-2009).

18 Cf. CORERA, Gordon: “Cyber-security strategy launched”, BBC News, 06-25-
2009, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/politics/8118348.stm (06-29-2009).

19 Cf. UK: “Has cyber attack capability”, BBC News, 06-25-2009, http://news.bbc.
co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/politics/8118729.stm (06-29-2009); CORERA, Gordon: “Cyber-se-
curity strategy launched”, BBC News, 06-25-2009, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/
politics/8118348.stm (06-29-2009).

20 NATIONAL SECURITY STRATEGY (2009): update published, UK Cabinet Office, 
06-24-2009, http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/newsroom/news_releases/2009/090625_
security.aspx (06-29-2009).

21 UK Cabinet Office, Cyber Security Strategy of the United Kingdom, safety, se-
curity and resilience in cyber space, 2009, 5, http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/me-
dia/216620/css0906.pdf (06-29-2009).
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the cyberattacks of its member, Estonia, in 2007, shifted its direc-
tion towards developing a (classifi ed) cyberdefense policy direct-
ed at including its members’ systems as well, which was agreed 
in 2008.22 The policy aims at protecting communication channels 
and fostering coordination among the member states.23

A new cold war?

Does the recent arms race in cyberspace imply the genesis of a new 
cyber cold war? There seem to be certain similarities, such as the great 
uncertainties about a potential adversary’s capabilities that face an air of 
secrecy that is only interrupted by the occasional cursory sabre-rattling, 
further fueling the arms race. But the discrepancies prevail: compared 
to the cold war’s principle of mutually asserted destruction, cyberthreats 
rather suggest a “mutually asserted disruption”. The uncertain outcome 
a cyberattack could produce complicates estimates of deliberate as well 
as collateral damage, and therefore does not have the same deterrent 
effect as the threat of nuclear annihilation.24 Another distinguishing fac-
tor is the attribution problem in cyberspace, caused by its architecture 
that allows a high degree of anonymity. Furthermore, its ease and uni-
versality of access has brought a multitude of non-state actors onto the 
scene, ranging from hackers to criminal organizations, and terrorists. 
This makes it difficult to ascribe an attack to an adversary nation and 
grants the latter plausible deniability, a situation which would be un-
thinkable in the case of a nuclear missile launch.

Human Security Aspects

The concept of human security places the individual at the centre of 
international affairs. It focuses on risks to the individual; in the present 

22 Cf. Defending against cyber attacks, North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 01-29-
2009, http://www.otan.nato.int/issues/cyber_defence/index.html (06-25-2009); NATO 
Parliamentary Assembly 2009-NATO and Cyber Defence, para 40 et seq.

23 Cf. Defending against cyber attacks, North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 06-08-
2009, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/topics_49193.htm?selectedLocale=en (06-
25-2009).

24 Cf. OWENS, William A.; DAM, Kenneth W. & LIN, Herbert S. (eds.): The National 
Academies Press, Technology, Policy, Law, and Ethics Regarding U.S. Acquisition and Use 
of Cyberattack Capabilities, Free Executive Summary, Washington, DC, 2009, S-1, http://
www.nap.edu/nap-cgi/report.cgi?record_id=12651&type=pdfxsum (06-25-2009).
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context, these are risks to the continuation of daily life and economic 
security that lie beyond the control of the individual.25

Cyberspace and the ICT have a dual influence on human security: 
on the one hand, they can foster freedom and democracy and on the 
other they allow monitoring and suppression.26 Whilst cyberthreats 
against national security usually originate either from other states or 
from individuals, the threats to personal security can also stem from 
one’s own government. In general, hackers, cybercriminals, and cyber-
terrorists are the non-state actors that threaten the individual with in-
trusion, exploitation, theft of personal data, fraud, deception, or the 
destruction of data. A lesser degree of threat emanates from private 
businesses that engage in excessive data mining and -trafficking, po-
tentially infringing privacy rights. The threats going out from the gov-
ernment under whose jurisdiction the individual stands are surveillance 
and censorship. The risks for personal security emanating from other 
states are interrelated with the national security risks that states face. 
These are cyberespionage and cyberattacks against critical infrastruc-
ture, the economy, and civilian systems.

Non-state actor threats

Although cybercrime is without any doubt the biggest threat in 
cyberspace, it is not to be discussed under the topic of cyberwar, 
since, as argued in section, the motivation of personal profit poses 
a distinguishing factor. The same is true for private companies that 
act under the premises of an “economy of attention” model, which 
builds on selling advertisement based on the personal data of the us-
er.27 The motivational background for a cyberoperation must be po-
litical in order to be subsumed under cyberwar. Concomitant with 
the particularities of cyberspace, this motivation will often be diffi-
cult to prove in reality. Notwithstanding, the conceptual framework 
following this train of thought crystallizes out hacktivists and cyber-
terrorists.

25 Cf. Commission on Human Security, Human Security Now, New York, 2003, 10 
et seq., http://www.humansecurity-chs.org/finalreport/FinalReport.pdf (07-09-2009).

26 Cf. BENEDEK, Wolfgang: “Internet Governance and Human Rights”, in: 
BENEDEK, Wolfgang; BAUER, Veronika & KETTEMANN, Matthias C. (eds.): Internet gov-
ernance and the information society, Global perspectives and European dimensions, 
Utrecht (Eleven International Pub.), 2008, 43.

27 Cf. CASACUBERTA, Senges (2008): New rights in Cyberspace, 101.
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Hacktivism and patriotic hacking

Hacktivists usually target individuals they disagree with politically. 
In contrast to their productive counterpart, “webtivists”, who use cy-
berspace to disseminate information in an attempt to counter censor-
ship, hacktivists rather employ destructive means, such as the hack-
ing of servers, the defacement of websites, or other acts of sabotage 
that compromise their target’s presence in cyberspace. In some cases, 
cyberespionage might be used to find defamatory materials about an 
opponent. An example of hacktivism is the now well-known confron-
tation between the hacktivist group “Anonymous” and the Church of 
Scientology.

A concept that may be subsumed under hacktivism is that of “pa-
triotic hacking”, where political activism is exclusively driven by ex-
aggerated patriotism. When tensions arise between nations or be-
tween ethnic groups, patriotic hackers often randomly target systems 
pertaining to the opposite side. This can develop its own momen-
tum when more and more hackers enter the conflict on both sides. 
The problem of attribution in cyberspace provides governments with 
plausible deniability when accused of tolerating or even supporting 
the hackers acting in their favour. A good example of patriotic hack-
ing was the cyberattack launched from Russian soil against Estonia in 
2007.

Cyberterrorism

The face of terrorism has changed considerably in the last decade, 
moving from hierarchical structures to small independent cells. Terror-
ists use cyberspace mainly for communicative purposes, such as in-
ter-cell communication, the distribution of manuals, reconnaissance, 
and rallying for support. Concern has also been raised regarding the 
use of cyberspace by terrorists for reconnaissance for conventional at-
tacks, in particular web 2.0 satellite image applications like Google 
Earth. Although there is no internationally agreed definition of ter-
rorism, the use of cyberspace for communication and planning is not 
cyberterrorism. In order to qualify an action as terrorism in general, a 
political objective has to be pursued by sowing fear within a society 
by the use of a certain amount of violence. Cyberterrorism does not 
so much concentrate on the element of violence as on fear itself. It 
covers unlawful attacks and threats against ICT systems, aimed at in-
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timidating or coercing a government or group to comply with a politi-
cal objective.28

A sustained attack by cyberterrorists against cyberspace itself would 
be unlikely. First, its physical framework is very resilient, and unless an 
attack is exceptionally sophisticated and successful, it would probably 
not even be noticeable to the ordinary user. A deteriorating effect, if 
any, would possibly have the same effect as a conventional technical 
failure, and therefore would not suffice the fear factor. Second, a glo-
bal disruption might not be a priority for terrorists, since they rely on 
cyberspace for communication themselves.29

A well-suited target for cyberterrorists would more likely be an at-
tack against critical infrastructures, which could, in theory, even lead to 
the loss of life, for example by the opening of dams or the creation of 
malfunctions in nuclear power plants. However, this is highly unlikely 
due to high security standards, control mechanisms, emergency strate-
gies and the complexity of these systems. More probable are the rather 
low-profile scenarios that include the disruption of services, such as 
transportation, power and the banking systems; or, environmental ter-
rorism, as with malfunction in sewage treatment plant that discharges 
sewage in aquifers. Also of interest for terrorists would be any attack 
against institutions that could lead to a feeling of insecurity among a 
population, such as emergency call systems or governmental and news 
websites. Even small-scale events, such as the repetitive release of vi-
cious computer viruses could have cascading effects. Or, attacks that 
only affect single individuals could be multiplied by the media factor. 
Many authors deny such small-scale cyberattacks the essential thresh-
old to rise to a critical level.30 However, this can be countered with the 
probability that even small events can create high uncertainties when 
they hit the right spot. Also, a cyberattack could be used as force mul-
tiplier, e.g. by disabling emergency call services after a conventional at-
tack or causing malfunctions in communication systems to instill mis-
trust, annoyance or fear. The aforementioned media hype can play a 
decisive —even if involuntary— role in fear-mongering. A fictional ex-

28 Cf. KAMAL, Ahmad: The Law of Cyber-Space, An invitation to the table of nego-
tiations, Geneva (United Nations Institute for Training and Research), 2005, 66.

29 Cf. MANNES, Aaron: “The terrorist threat to the Internet”, in FOREST, James J.F. 
(ed.): Homeland Security: protecting America’s targets, Vol. III: critical infrastructure, 
Westport, CT (Praeger Security International), 2006, 344 et seq.

30 E.g. KAMAL (2005): The Law of Cyber-Space, 66; LEWIS, James A.: “Cybersecu-
rity and critical infrastructure protection”, in FOREST, James J.F. (ed.): Homeland Secu-
rity: protecting America’s targets, vol. III: critical infrastructure, Westport, CT (Praeger 
Security International), 2006, 333.

© University of Deusto - ISBN 978-84-9830-475-6



242 GEORG KERSCHISCHNIG

ample of this scenario could be the altering of the blood type in an 
electronic medical patient file which leads to the patient’s death af-
ter receiving the wrong blood transfusion.31 Anyhow, so far no terror-
ist group has ever claimed responsibility for a cyberattack. This may be 
due to a lack of relevant skills, but the acquisition of such may just be 
a matter of time; besides, experienced cybercriminals might sell out to 
the highest bidder.32

State-born threats: own government

Surveillance

States monitor cyberspace for law enforcement purposes (so-
called “lawful interception”), in order to prevent serious crimes such 
as child pornography or terrorism. Here, the ordinary citizen is endan-
gered by a possible mission creep, nourished by possible serendipi-
ties. Only the mandatory requirement of a restrictive court order and 
efficient safeguards can mitigate this risk. However, a particular rea-
son for concern is provided by investigations of certain serious crimes 
against the state, in particular terrorism, which lies within the remit 
of the secret services, which are not subjected to full judicial scrutiny. 
Also, in oppressive regimes surveillance of cyberspace is a prerequi-
site for censorship, and is sometimes even used to convict cyberdis-
sidents (people criticizing the political leadership by ways of cyber-
space, mostly via blogs).

Censorship

Censorship in cyberspace is undertaken by governments by deny-
ing their citizens access to specific content or to certain channels of 
communication, or by universally blocking access to websites which lie 
within their jurisdiction. Internet censorship is not restricted to authori-
tarian regimes but is also employed in democratic societies. However, it 
differs greatly in scope: Western governments usually justify censorship 
with the protection of their citizens from “harmful” or “inappropriate” 

31 Cf. 131ah/Rogers Russ/Beale Jay/Grand Joe/Fyodor/FX/Craig Paul/Mullen Timo-
thy/Parker Tom, Stealing the network: How to own a continent, Rockland, MA (Syngress 
Publishing Inc.), 2004, 39 et seq.

32 Cf. MANNES (2006): Terrorist threat to the Internet, 343.
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content, such as child pornography, hate speech, or the glorification of 
terror.33 However, in a 2005 joint declaration of the responsible free-
dom of expression organs of the UN, the OSCE and the OAS held that 
filter systems that are not end-user controlled represent prior-censor-
ship and therefore cannot be justified.34

Authoritarian regimes may also act under the pretext of harmful 
content, but they suppress a far wider range of contents and applica-
tions, often with the purpose of ensuring their rule; often they restrain 
the “undesirable” rather than the “harmful”. As more and more ac-
tors have entered the scene, cyberspace is increasingly used for politi-
cal causes. Access to it is easy and comparatively cheap, it is distributes 
rapidly and to a worldwide audience, and its relative anonymity can 
protect the actors against persecution — although the latter is not al-
ways the case.

China was the first country known for the large-scale censorship 
of cyberspace, its infamous “golden shield” filtering out anything con-
sidered detrimental to the Chinese state.35 Some countries, such as 
Cuba, have literally converted the Internet into an intranet, that under-
lies highly restricted access and heavy supervision, or, as in Korea, mak-
ing the Internet accessible to only a small group of privileged people. A 
few countries, such as Myanmar/Burma, even repress the Internet sys-
tematically and take repressive action against the violators of restric-
tions and arrest cyberdissidents.36 Organizations that monitor Internet 
censorship, such as the OpenNet Initiative or Reporters Without Bor-
ders, determine most of the countries which censor the Internet the 
most are mainly situated in the Middle and Far East. Content that vio-
lates Islamic or moral principles (such as pornography) is as much sup-
pressed and criminalized as are the cyberspace activities of political op-
position, separatist and pro-democracy movements, and human rights 
advocates, in particular women’s rights activists, especially Saudi Ara-

33 Cf. BENEDEK (2008): Internet Governance and Human Rights, 43.
34 Cf. International Mechanisms for Promoting Freedom of Expression, Joint Decla-

ration by the UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Opinion and Expression, the OSCE 
Representative on Freedom of the Media and the OAS Special Rapporteur on Freedom 
of Expression, 12-21-2005, http://www.article19.org/pdfs/igo-documents/three-man-
dates-dec-2005.pdf (07-06-2009).

35 See generally GOLDSMITH, Jack & WU, Tim: Who Controls the Internet?, Illusions 
of a Borderless World, New York (Oxford University Press), 2006, 87.

36 Cf. UN ECOSOC Commission on Human Rights, Civil and political rights, includ-
ing the question of freedom of expression, The right to freedom of opinion and expres-
sion, Report of the Special Rapporteur Ambeyi Ligabo, E/CN.4/2006/55, 12-30-2005, 
10, 40.
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bia, Burma, China, Cuba, Egypt, Iran, North Korea, Syria, Tunisia, Turk-
menistan, Uzbekistan, Vietnam.37

There are a variety of censorship technologies, often provided by 
Western companies, each of which has its own strengths and flaws. 
Therefore, Internet users, again with the help of Western individuals 
and organizations, have found ways avoiding filtering and detection 
by oppressive regimes. For example, they use tools that grant anonym-
ity by bypassing the censorship apparatus via proxy servers. A current 
example is what has happened in Iran in the aftermath of the alleged 
election fraud. While the regime expelled the foreign press and made 
sure its own media would not cover any demonstrations, protesters 
embraced new convergent media that is hard to censor, such as Twit-
ter, Facebook, and SMS to organize and exchange news among them-
selves and with the rest of the world. For the first time, foreign news 
agencies could —and in default of any other alternatives had to— rely 
on information that seeped through these channels. Dubbed the Twit-
ter Revolution this has fostered the worldwide participation of the In-
ternet community in the Iranian cause. Apart from criticism about the 
one-sidedness of the news conveyed and the lack of journalistic verifi-
cation, this process can be regarded as enhancing democracy.

A different method, linking traditional distribution with new me-
dia, is the so-called “sneakernet”. Reportedly, in Cuba’s digital under-
ground people tackle the unavailability of network access with this sys-
tem where data is transmitted not by networks, but by memory sticks 
and on foot.38

TECHNICAL ISSUES WITH CENSORSHIP

— The blockage of a server by its IP-address also blocks other —pos-
sibly legitimate— content that is hosted on the same server.

— Censorship can spill over to other countries that connect to the 
Internet via the network of the censoring state.

— Filters often produce “bycatch”, fi ltered objects that were not in-
tended for fi ltering, for example when a decent word contains a 
letter combination that equals a certain buzz word (such as the 
word “wristwatch”).

37 See generally REPORTERS WITHOUT BOARDERS: Internet Freedom Desk, Internet 
Enemies, Paris, 03-12-2009, http://www.rsf.org/IMG/pdf/Internet_enemies_2009_2_-3.
pdf (07-02-2009).

38 Cf. MCKINLEY, James C.: “Cyber-Rebels in Cuba Defy State’s Limits”, in: The New 
York Times, NYTimes.com, 03-06-2008, http://www.nytimes.com/2008/03/06/world/
americas/06cuba.html?_r=2&pagewanted=all (07-02-2009).
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— Channeling all Internet traffi c through a central censorship server 
leads to the signifi cant performance loss of a country’s network 
due to bottleneck effects.

— It is impossible to achieve total traffi c control, thanks to the dis-
tributed architecture of the Internet. Despite some national own-
ership of the ICT infrastructure, most of it is owned by private 
companies, and cyberspace itself is almost exclusively in private 
hands. Without convincing all stakeholders of the necessity for 
action, censorship is impeded by various counteractions.39 In 
this regard, the phenomenon coined the “Streisand effect” is 
worth mentioning, which describes the defying reaction of Inter-
net users to censorship: in the event of suppression of a particu-
lar content, the very same often resurfaces on many mirror sites 
and thereby gets more attention than it would normally have re-
ceived in the fi rst place.40

ETHICAL/LEGAL ISSUES WITH CENSORSHIP:

— Censorship is a violation of the freedom of expression, an es-
sential element of democracy embedded in Art. 19 of the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)41 and Art. 19 of the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).42 In 
particular, censorship in cyberspace threatens the right to freely 
express one’s views and opinions (for example, the censoring of 
blogs) and the right to seek, receive and convey information and 
ideas (in other words, the censoring of news websites). Curtail-
ing these freedoms in order to protect other human rights, the 
public order, health, or morale requires a fi ne balancing act in 
line with Art. 29 para. 2 UDHR or Art. 19 para 3 ICCPR that is 
subjected to the rule of law. Limitations can be appropriate, for 
example, to counter incitement of violence or hatred, but clearly 
not to silence political opponents.

39 Cf. FONSECA, Pedro: “Cerf sees government control of Internet failing”, Reuters, 
11-14-2007, http://www.reuters.com/article/reutersEdge/idUSN1420689320071114 (07-
03-2009).

40 Cf. GREENBERG, Andy: “The Streisand Effect”, Forbes.com, 11-05-2007, http://
www.forbes.com/2007/05/10/streisand-digg-web-tech-cx_ag_0511streisand.html (07-
03-2009).

41 UN General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, GA Res. 217 (III) of 
10 December 1948.

42 UN General Assembly, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, GA 
Res 2200 (XXI) of 16 December 1966.
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— In all cases where Internet service providers (ISPs) are not mo-
nopolistically held by governments, their cooperation has to be 
requested in order to enable censorship and surveillance. While 
in authoritarian regimes ISPs are usually subjected to direct gov-
ernmental infl uence, in democracies the rule of law prevails as 
a regulative procedure. However, there are many self-regulating 
approaches that enable whistleblowers from civil society to re-
port harmful content, such as child pornography or hate speech. 
In this case, the ISPs fi nd themselves in the role of judges when 
they have to decide whether to block or delete the site in ques-
tion. The owner of the concerned site typically has no remedy 
against the blockage, depriving him of his right to a fair trial.

— Certain types of websites that are cumbersome to monitor are 
more prone to being blocked completely rather than censored. 
This is mainly true for blogs and websites and applications that 
feature dynamic and frequently changing content (such as 
YouTube and Wikipedia), that are restricted to members (as in 
the case of social networks), or that offer communication (such 
as Skype). Considering that the blocked websites and applica-
tions, many of them pertinent to the web 2.0, mirror an evolu-
tionary process that upgrades the “original” Internet of passive 
web surfi ng and email, people that are deprived of access to 
them are, in a sense, denied their right to development.

— The pervasive and overarching character of cyberspace works to 
its disadvantage when confronted with the accusation of under-
mining moral principles. Starkly different moral standards are a 
condition of cultural diversity. Conventional media accepts and 
adapts; TV stations and newspapers adhere to regional moral 
standards by entertaining region-specifi c outlets. Cyberspace, 
however, does not adhere — it defi es, assimilates, and globaliz-
es. This offers a reasonable excuse for its suppression under the 
pretense to save moral values. The problem lies within the defi ni-
tion of immorality. While it is comprehensible that pornography 
is considered immoral in many countries, it may not be so evi-
dent that social networking sites are blocked because they could 
lead to “immoral exchanges”.43

— As for the involvement of Western ICT companies, these “gate-
keepers of cyberspace”44 are given the choice by some govern-

43 Cf. REPORTERS WITHOUT BORDERS (2009): Internet Enemies, 17 et seq.
44 BENEDEK (2008): Internet Governance and Human Rights, 43.
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ments to comply with their standards, equip them with censor-
ship-enabling technology, or to not make any deal at all. While 
some companies do not show much remorse for dealing with 
suppressive governments, others argue that without their com-
promise there would be no service at all. Nevertheless, even if, 
for example, search engines provide services, but only under the 
exclusion of certain hits in their search results, this still equates 
with censorship.

State-born threats: other state

Threats against the individual posed by actors other than their 
own state are either repercussions from an interstate conflict or 
from cyberespionage against civilian systems. Another possible sce-
nario would be the targeting of the websites of cyberdissidents living 
abroad.

Cyberwarfare

As noted above, cyberwar in its narrower sense is warfare in cy-
berspace. The measures a cyberwarring state would take depend on 
its level of aggression, its cyberwar strategy, and its adherence to 
the international law of armed conflict (LOAC) and International Hu-
manitarian Law (IHL). These bodies of law are governed by the UN 
Charter, the Hague and Geneva Conventions with their associated 
protocols, other related instruments, and customary international 
law. They limit the legitimacy of the use of force (jus ad bellum) and 
the behaviour of combatants in armed conflicts (jus in bello). Ow-
ing to space constraints, LOAC and IHL will not be discussed in this 
chapter.

It is unlikely that a nation-state would try to interfere with the func-
tionality of cyberspace itself, given that such an act would in turn cause 
considerable damage to the interfering state. Only a country with little 
or no dependence on cyberspace could probably take that path, but it 
is implausible that such a country would have the necessary knowledge 
and resources to do so. It could, however, try to virtually take a country 
“off the grid” by launching distributed denial of service (DDoS) attacks 
against a multitude of the enemy’s servers, which would become over-
loaded with bulk traffic in the process. A striking example is the Estonia 
case in 2007.
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Also, it would be possible to attack the systems supporting the war 
effort of the enemy. Attacks on particular critical infrastructure, such as 
the defence industrial base or the energy sector are especially promis-
ing in terms of having a debilitating effect on the enemy’s economy, 
its war supply chain, the general public’s trust in a government and its 
support for the war effort. The latter could also be attained by deliber-
ate attacks on other critical infrastructure than that which purely sup-
ports the enemy’s war efforts. However, IHL interdict the deliberate tar-
geting of civilian assets, which would make such an attack unlawful. If 
a state nevertheless decided to ignore IHL at all, it could revert to the 
same tactics cyberterrorists use in order to win a war of attrition (see 
above).

Cyberespionage

Although delegitimized in every state’s national legislation, espio-
nage is not covered by international law. Cyberespionage is already a 
reality. Highly sophisticated cyberespionage networks have infiltrated 
political and industrial systems. Illustrative examples are provided by 
the recent discovery of a worldwide cyberespionage network dubbed 
“Ghostnet” that spied on the Tibetan authorities, and the infiltration 
of U.S. critical infrastructure by hackers. In most cases, the intruders 
were traced back to China and the Russian Federation, who were quick 
to deny any involvement.45 Of course, no governmental involvement or 
sponsorship could be proven due to the problem of attribution. How-
ever, it can be assumed with certainty that nations have cyberespio-
nage capabilities at their disposal, and that they might also make use 
of them. Cyberespionage displays the advantageous double feature of 
industrial espionage and the “mapping” of vulnerabilities. Valuable tar-
gets are certainly military systems, although these are usually well pro-
tected and in the ideal case physically not connected to the Internet 
(“air-gapped”), but also critical infrastructure as well as private compa-
nies.

45 Cf. GORMAN, Siobhan: “Electricity Grid in U.S. Penetrated By Spies”, in: 
The Wall Street Journal, WSJ.com, 04-08-2009, http://online.wsj.com/article/
SB123914805204099085.html (05-07-2009); Analysts dismiss ‘cyber spy’ claims, 
in: China Daily, Chinadaily.com.cn, 03-30-2009, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/
china/2009-03/30/content_7628028.htm (05-07-2009); China debunks ‘cyber spy’ ru-
mor, in: China Daily, Chinadaily.com.cn, 03-31-2009, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/
china/2009-03/31/content_7635762.htm (05-07-2009).
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Analysis

As we have seen above, cyberwar not only poses a threat to na-
tional security, but also to human security. The extensive civil use and 
ownership of cyberspace and its mostly unregulated history, which ena-
bled the de facto empowerment of the people, contradicts its annexa-
tion by governments. In cyberspace, individuals can express and share 
their views more easily and find like-minded people.46 It has become a 
crucial cornerstone of the economy and modern society, whose signifi-
cance keeps growing due to ever-increasing connectivity. Disconnection 
would seriously impair the global economy; cut society off from an in-
dispensible source of information and a crucial platform for communi-
cation; and, hamper the orderly operation of vital services.

Cyberwar poses threats to individuals because it can have a direct 
impact on them. In cyberspace, a nation cannot protect its people by 
traditional barriers and deterrents, such as border controls or a strong 
fighting force. If cyberspace is the battlefield, civilians are prone to 
come into the line of fire. It is striking to note that a good part of cyber-
war threatens individuals in developed countries, whereas usually hu-
man security threats are more likely to surface in developing countries 
among refugees, internally displaced people, or marginalized groups. 
Furthermore, in cyberwar individuals are threatened in their very homes, 
and they can unwittingly get involved in a conflict and be subjected to 
its side effects, such as cyberexploitation and its consequences, such as 
destructive counterattacks. For example, an effective cyberweapon is 
a botnet, a network comprising of hundreds or even thousands of in-
fected “zombie” computers able to launch a disruptive DDoS attack. 
Another example is that an individual’s system can be used as a proxy 
for a cyberintrusion and therefore gets targeted by law enforcement.

The different manifestations of cyberwar put several human rights 
at stake:

— The freedom of expression is threatened by hacktivism and cen-
sorship, when online content becomes unavailable due to a po-
litically motivated attack, while the freedom of information is en-
dangered by censorship as well as by surveillance.

— The right to privacy may come under attack from intrusive hack-
tivism aimed at fi nding defamatory material, by cyberterrorism 
(including identity theft) and by surveillance.

46 BENEDEK, Wolfgang (ed.): Understanding human rights, Manual on human rights 
education, Wien (Neuer Wissenschaftlicher Verlag GmbH et al.), vol. 2, 2006, 332.
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— The right to property is essential for the meaningful enjoyment 
of other human rights.47 It is threatened by hacktivism and patri-
otic hacking (such as the taking down of a server or the deface-
ment of a website), and by industrial cyberespionage (theft of in-
tellectual property).

— Democracy promotes human security;48 the right to democracy is 
hampered by hacktivism and censorship by impeding democrat-
ic participation and political pluralism. The rule of law and the 
principle of a fair trial are both pertinent elements of a democ-
racy. They are contrary to the arbitrary monitoring of cyberspace 
and any possible subsequent detentions of political dissidents. 
Democracy should prevent a single person or small group from 
ruling over people in an arbitrary manner through the division 
of powers, checks and balances, and adequate control mecha-
nisms.49 Censorship and surveillance are prone to infringing all 
these principles.

— Cyberwar can violate human rights in an armed confl ict (IHL). 
There is no cyberarms control, which allows uncertainties to pre-
vail over the capability of potentially disruptive cyberweapons. If 
employed, connectivity and mixed military and civilian use of cer-
tain critical infrastructures is likely to lead to the extensive collat-
eral damage of private systems, whilst the principle of distinction 
can hardly be followed, leading to the disrespect for the neu-
trality of civilians. Also, the targeting of certain branches of the 
enemy’s economy to stall its war efforts is likely to have a direct 
infl uence on individuals due to job scarcity and economic crises. 
Besides, due to the civilian ownership of cyberspace the principle 
of distinction is diffi cult to respect.

Conclusion

As this chapter has demonstrated, cyberwar raises several issues 
that are inherent to the concept of human security. First, cyberspace 
empowers individuals by offering valuable forms of communication 
and information. Second, it also threatens individuals as opposed to 
either states or to other individuals. Third, the necessity for protect-

47 VAN BANNING, Theo R.: The human right to property, Antwerpen (Intersentia), 
2002, 176.

48 BENEDEK (2006): Understanding human rights, 321 et seq.
49 Ibid, 322 et seq.
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ing individuals results from these threats. Fourth, the topic raises issues 
of human rights and human development, both of which are interde-
pendent and mutually reinforcing. Fifth, the multi-stakeholder environ-
ment of cyberspace is the epitome of an interdependent sphere that 
features shared sovereignty.

Cyberwar is characterized by a collision of rights and interests that 
are often overlapping. National security ideally lies in the interest of in-
dividuals, as long as human rights are respected. However, the secrecy 
surrounding national security issues is opposed to adequate control 
mechanisms.50 Without any doubt, in the cases where oppressive re-
gimes crush down hard on the freedom of expression in cyberspace or 
abuse it for extensive surveillance of political dissidents, human secu-
rity is clearly threatened. In contrast, when individuals face each other, 
their interests and rights often clash.51 Paradoxically, cyberwar can even 
position the interests of one individual against each other: the personal 
interest in security in cyberspace (against cyberintrusions) involves the 
right to privacy (especially from surveillance). Other examples for con-
flicting rights and interests are:

— the freedom of expression as opposed to minority rights (in the 
case of hate speech and racist material)

— anonymity as opposed to accountability for unlawful content 
(hate speech, racist material)

— national and personal security versus the right to privacy (nation-
al defense, law enforcement)

— the freedom of expression versus the reliability on journalistic dil-
igence (such as blogs or Twitter)

— the right to property as opposed to the right to know (cyberes-
pionage)

In any case, a careful balancing act between national security in-
terests and the rights of individuals is essential.52 If individual rights are 
opposed to each other, these rights should be ranked according to the 
respective context, whereas a right of one individual is curtailed in or-
der to protect the higher right of another. Although this is the same 
procedure as in the offline world, it has to be taken into consideration 
that some rights might change or disappear in cyberspace. Some call 
for the elaboration of an “Internet Bill of Rights” in order to define hu-
man rights in the context of cyberspace. This instrument should rank 

50 Cf. BENEDEK (2008): Internet Governance and Human Rights, 43.
51 Cf. CASACUBERTA, Senges (2008): New rights in Cyberspace, 101.
52 Cf. BENEDEK (2008): Internet Governance and Human Rights, 43.
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the rights according to their importance and identify “inarticulate ele-
ments” incompatible with cyberspace. These elements are assumptive 
pieces of information that are taken for granted in the offline world 
context, but need to be articulated in cyberspace.53 This is required be-
cause of the particular settings of cyberspace that create uncertainties 
in relation to data handling. For example, the who, when, where, what 
or how of data interception remains hidden to the ordinary user.

Another element of the stipulated Internet Bill of Rights should be 
“network neutrality”, the indiscriminate treatment of content in cy-
berspace. Although this principle is not exclusively coined on human 
rights, but was rather a reaction to a looming “over-commercializa-
tion” of the Internet, it is still very well suited for their protection, since 
it demands a restriction-free network.54

While the multi-stakeholder environment of the IGF would make it 
a fitting body to elaborate a normative instrument, an adequate body 
for enforcement would have to be found later on. Besides, any norma-
tive framework would be mutually interdependent of the technologi-
cal framework, in other words the conditions set by code.55 However, 
the current system of human rights protection in cyberspace is unsat-
isfactory, since it is mainly based on the actions ISPs take following re-
ports by whistleblowers — a procedure that is not in line with the rule 
of law.

Finally, reference should still be made to the role of the individual. 
Although many unforeseeable threats lurk in cyberspace, the proverb 
that every man forges his own destiny is also valid here. Besides, hu-
man security also means the freedom to take action on one’s behalf.56 
One could also argue that this could conversely imply a duty to act, in 
order to support the security of the common good — cyberspace. Easy 
to use antivirus and firewall software are freely available online, and so 
is the necessary knowledge to reach a basic level of awareness. These 
measures combined with strong passwords can already help to reduce 
the risk of becoming a victim of cyberwar.

53 Cf. CASACUBERTA, Senges (2008): New rights in Cyberspace, 102 et seq.
54 See generally LESSIG, Lawrence & MCCHESNEY, Robert W.: “No Tolls on The In-

ternet”, in: The Washington Post, washingtonpost.com, 06-08-2006, http://www.wash-
ingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/06/07/AR2006060702108.html (07-09-
2009).

55 CASACUBERTA, Senges (2008): New rights in Cyberspace, 102.
56 COMMISSION ON HUMAN SECURITY (2003): Human Security Now, 11.
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