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Fulfilling the role of the state
This section of the debate is about understanding the role that local non-state actors
play in their respective societies. How do they fulfill the role of the state in fragile
and conflict-affected countries? Do they acquire legitimacy and accountability in a
different way than the state? And through which structures do they achieve them?
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The use of informal political order and actors can augment peacebuilding efforts by
utilizing trusted and effective networks for service provision and culturally and
contextually appropriate mechanisms for dispute resolution and reconciliation
efforts. Peacebuilding interventions should consider existing actors and structures
prior to designing strategies.
The failure of peacebuilding efforts to integrate local actors and organizations is a
frequently identified challenge in studies of peacebuilding. The result is that
operations on the ground can serve to temporarily enforce the status quo rather than
move toward conflict mitigation or reconciliation. Often, challenges can be better
managed by complementing existing political order, distribution networks and
existing settlement structures. In many fragile states, there is a history of political
authority and order provided through existing kinship networks, customary practice,
local leaders or other forms of social organization (Johnson and Hutchison 2012;
Englebert and Tull 2008; Boege et al. 2008). Filling the void in service provision,
justice administration and providing community cohesion are forms of political
order that fill a gap in the administration of services by formal institutional
structures and are often endowed with higher levels of trust and confidence by the
population (Johnson and Hutchison 2012). Peacebuilding efforts would be well
served by choosing to support these “second best actors” in providing services and
including them in reconciliation efforts. These efforts require in-depth knowledge of
social organization and the cultural context. Including actors that are perceived as
legitimate by a target population, however, is a necessary condition for successful
efforts. In the subsequent section, we examine some examples of these forms of
informal political order.
Service provision is often a critical facet of increasing stabilization efforts and
remains an integral component of peacebuilding efforts. In post-conflict societies,
meeting basic human needs can pose a significant challenge - the delivery of public
services can be filled by non-state, socially inclined groups. Voids in service
delivery are often challenging due to prohibitive costs and the simple lack of a
state-run service. The exclusive or limited provision of a service to a subpopulation
by the state risks the escalation of hostility. Local non-state groups (often fuelled by
local donations and volunteers) can achieve high levels of success. Egypt’s Muslim
Brotherhood, with hospitals and schools in every governorate, is a salient example.
Even with the historical tension between the Egyptian government and the Muslim
Brotherhood, the latter has been allowed to operate due to widespread
acknowledgement of the strength of its public service provision. Furthermore,
cheaper medical care, better educational facilities, unemployment programs, and
programs for widows and orphans have all been provided with very high levels of
social inclusion, including availability of all clinics and schools to all Egyptians
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regardless of race, gender or religion (IRIN, 2006). These efforts help reduce the
grievances likely to result in or exacerbate conflict.
In a complementary vein, one of the other great challenges to peacebuilding efforts
is the mechanism to adjudicate disputes between competing groups, often in a
heightened post-conflict environment and/or in the context of politicized identity.
Groups often have historical practices and norms for resolving disputes. The Gacaca
in Rwanda, for example, is an imperfect but effective means of creating a system for
post-genocide truth and reconciliation. Practices and systems that have cultural
significance and credibility are often superior to those that provide uniform justice
or focus on punitive mechanisms for conflict participants. These efforts should
focus not just on the ability to administer justice, but also on the ability to facilitate
community inclusion. For example, efforts to demobilize and reintegrate child
soldiers in Mozambique that focused first on psychological support and the
education of former child combatants, basically a Western model of treatment, were
found to be ineffective (Marques 2001). Once these programs were modified to
foster family reconnection and situate former combatants within their communities
including integrating them into the regular school system, the program became
much more effective (Marques 2001). Finally, parallel institutions may provide
opportunities for formal adjudication of disputes. A counterintuitive example is the
Sharia courts in northern Nigerian states. These courts are technically (federally)
illegal, and initially prompted riots and highly politicized responses from the
population. However, several years later, the courts are more trusted than secular
courts and also used by Christian populations, as they are less corruption and more
transparent than the secular court system (for an extensive discussion see Johnson
and Hutchison 2012).
The evident similarity in these examples is that social context is meaningful and
matters. Solutions and responses created in a vacuum, designed without
consideration of the specific actors and existing indigenous solutions, are likely to
be meaningless and ineffective. However, there are times when support of a
particular group will exacerbate existing tensions or contribute to renewed conflict.
In sum, responses require insight and expertise regarding the culture and practices
of the populations involved, coupled with creative consideration of regional or other
actors and actions.

This piece was co-written by:
Kristin Johnson, PhD, Associate Professor, Department of Political Science,
University of Rhode Island
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The trouble with non-state actors in development politics
The call for stronger consideration of non-state actors in development politics and
peacebuilding efforts is not new. Target group orientation, sustainability, gender,
environmental and cultural sensitivity, and do-no-harm approaches etc. have been
standard frames for a long time, evidenced by the desire of most development
agencies to come to terms with non-state actors and grassroots populations. As
development planners often have to prove how they consider such standardized
obligations, handy tips for how they could widen their scope and perform their own
tasks are warmly welcomed. At the implementation level, the potential value of
contextually-appropriate dispute settlement mechanisms is well known.
However, despite all these standardized frames, public declarations and statements
of belief, there is no doubt that non-state actors and grassroots populations are rarely
involved in the planning process and their world views are, thus, often
underrepresented. In the few cases where their input is respected, their views are
mostly transformed, disfigured or even misrepresented by those claiming to speak in
their name. The critical question, therefore, is why are the world views and
statements of non-state actors so often underrepresented – if considered at all?
Development politics is about power, law, discourse and interpretation: Bilateral and
multilateral development programmes and peacebuilding interventions rely on
international law, interstate agreements, international human rights standards and
international humanitarian law. All of these legal bodies not only justify and
regulate the accurate flow of money, know-how and human resources, they also
legitimize the style and design of interventions and shape their stated policy
objectives and underlying reasons according to their inherent political vision. The
project planning process is also heavily influenced by countless internal legal
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regulations, which are framed by the donor countries' financial administration
bodies. These bodies are, among other things, oriented towards the political
convictions of the taxpayers, from which these bureaucracies obtain their financial
fuel and the legitimacy to act. In order to reach the required political majorities,
catchwords such as ‘bad governance’, ‘corruption’, ‘failed states’, ‘gender
discrimination’, ‘gross human rights violations’ and ‘hunger’ are useful, as they
bundle many different political agendas together with an airy fit and a touch of
open-mindedness.
However, such catchwords, once translated into general goals and problem
understandings, simply risk reactivating current preconceptions about the way of
life of those living in the places at which the interventions take place. In order to
base development projects on the world views of non-state actors and grassroots
populations, some key parts of the entire planning process have to be turned upside
down: Firstly, the big themes of cooperation, development goals and budget items
are fixed in government offices, not the houses of traditional chiefs. However,
traditional chiefs are much more adherent to customary law, from which they obtain
their legal and ritual legitimacy. To base development interventions on the world
views and value orientations of those on the ground requires, in most cases, a
fundamental broadening of our current understanding of law, as the various notions
of law have a tremendous influence on the way in which people frame, understand
and interpret the world. However, governmental actors are reluctant to abandon the
legal foundation of their own form of governance, which is grounded in legal
centralism. According to them, the only true law is that made and enforced by the
modern nation state. This paradigm suggests that all legal concepts that do not
belong to state law (i.e., that are not in the law books) are either ‘informal law’,
‘quasi-law’ or even ‘no law’. According to this logic, local world views can only be
‘considered’ according to the rules of those who have a say.
Secondly, terms such as ‘non-state actors’, ‘grassroots populations’ and ‘networks
of service provision’ are highly simplified umbrella terms, behind which a multilayered and, in most cases, highly-fragmented rural reality lurks – one that is just as
steeped in power conflicts as official state structures and development
bureaucracies. This complex conflict configuration brings many broker agencies to
the scene claiming to speak in the name of third parties. In order to be successful
within this context of political mimicry, a very high degree of local knowledge and
local political negotiation skills is required, which in most cases does not fit with the
career profiles and plans of change agents, who aspire to climb up within the
hierarchy of their respective development agencies.
Thirdly, multilateral and bilateral development agencies, for their part, do not have
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procedures and methods that allow systematic examination of the cultural imprint of
their own actions. Cultural factors are observed only when they are seen to be
located outside the development agencies, and when they are features of the
so-called target groups. But such factors remain unobserved in their own
argumentation. This increases the danger that cultural factors are seen only as
hindrances resulting from the backwardness and traditionalism of ‘the other’.

Dr Markus Weilenmann is head of the Office for Conflict Research in Developing
Countries, based in Rüschlikon, Switzerland and political advisor for the
International Conference on the Great Lakes Region in Burundi. This position is
subsidised by the German GIZ.
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