
Post-Conflict Security-Building 

Introduction

In 2002 the UK’s Economic and Social Research Council
(ESRC) launched the comprehensive five-year New
Security Challenges Programme. Directed by Professor
Stuart Croft at the University of Birmingham, it now
funds almost 40 projects involving over 120 
researchers. Its expansive and multidisciplinary
approach seeks to reach beyond war into other
important areas of global security. NSC projects 
explore eight broad themes: (1) the role of military
force; (2) the role of international law, international

organizations and security regimes; (3) economically driven security challenges; (4)
technological aspects of security; (5) gendered dimensions of security; (6) security and civil
society; (7) the media and psychological dimensions; and (8) human security.

In a collaborative venture, a series of briefing papers written by project leaders within
the NSC Programme is being published by Chatham House (and posted on its 
International Security Programme web pages) over a two-year period to summarize
important research results and emerging discussion points. Previous briefing papers have
focused on themes of Security, Terrorism and the UK, The Globalization of Security and
Human Security, Peacekeeping and Interventionism. The theme of this fourth issue is 
Post-Conflict Security-Building. In the first paper Mandy Turner explores the problems of
promoting economic transformation in war-torn societies. In the second Paddy Hillyard,
Amy Maguire and Margaret Ward analyse women’s imaginings of security in post-conflict
societies in Northern Ireland, South Africa and Lebanon and argue for the need for a
further engendering of post-conflict security-building. Finally, Paul Higate and Marsha
Henry explore differences in the way peacekeeping missions in Liberia have been
perceived by the local population and what this may imply for understandings of security
in post-conflict societies.
Dr Christopher Browning, Editor and Lecturer, Keele University 

The International Security Programme at Chatham House has a long-established 

reputation for independent and timely analysis, and for its contribution to the public

debate on security and defence.  We are pleased to be associated with the ESRC’s NSC

Programme in publishing these Briefing Papers by independent experts. These papers 

offer the opportunity to address both topical issues and the broader intellectual context 

of security policy.
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2 Post-Conflict Security-Building 

What is wrong with the current peace-
building agenda?

Mandy Turner1

Despite growing interest in post-conflict reconstruction 
and peace-building among academics and policy-makers,
the question of how to transform war economies into
peace economies is significantly under-theorized. Recent
research has tended to focus on economic factors during
conflict rather than their legacies. But in order to build a
stable and sustainable peace, it is important to understand
the way in which local, regional and global dimensions of
war economies are perpetuated or mutate in post-conflict
contexts. The key research question thus guiding the
Transformation of War Economies (TWE) group based in
the Peace Studies Department at Bradford University is:
‘How can a political economy of peace be built?’.2

This paper summarizes key debates discussed at a
workshop for academics and practitioners on the topic of
‘how to promote economic transformation in war-torn
societies’.3 Three themes were discussed: understanding 
the current emphasis on building strong states, promoting
job creation and employment as an essential element of
peace-building, and assessing the role of local people and
civil society in social reconstruction. These themes form the
structure of this paper, with a final section offering policy
recommendations.

From small states to security states
In the academic and policy-making field there has been a
move away from the ‘small state’ model of development
popular in the 1980s towards an emphasis on the need to
build strong states. This is embedded in a dual discourse
about weak and failed states – one grounded in the idea
that underdevelopment poses threats to the developed
world (crime, terror, disease), the other grounded in the
idea that it poses threats to the poor (poverty, oppression,
war). Much of the academic and policy debate on weak
and failed states tends to encompass both these framings
of the problem at the same time. Indeed, it is the mutual
vulnerability of the developed and the developing worlds
that is deemed to provide both a more urgent rationale for
intervention and the possibility of a harmonious policy
synthesis between the dictates of security for the 
developed world and solidarism for the poor. Nevertheless,
the right tends to place more emphasis on security while
the left places more emphasis on solidarism. 

However, while the promise is of a synthesis between
security and solidarism, too often the reality is a policy
practice in which solidarism is either trumped by security 
or simply becomes a form of tokenism that masks an
unwillingness to address the real problems of the poor. In
consequence, while there are certainly exceptions, the
reality is of a policy framework that is better characterized

as the merger of security with an atrophied solidarism. 
A further consequence of this dual framing of the

problem of weak and failed states is that, in addition to the
economic conditionalities that remain in place for post-
conflict countries, there is now a raft of governance
conditionalities in the name of both the global poor and
global order, with external agents emphasizing anti-
corruption, transparency, effective resource governance, 
the passage of anti-money-laundering laws and so on.
Ironically, it was the neoliberal agenda of privatizing state
entities that was partly responsible for the high levels of
corruption which emerged in states in Africa and those of
the former Communist bloc as elites were able to ‘privatize’
the state and hive off the best industries for their own
profit. But the Washington Consensus has now been
overtaken by the post-Washington Consensus with its
emphasis on poverty reduction and ‘good governance’.
However, the success of these conditionalities is
questionable as they are often ‘adapted’ for local use. For
example, it is not uncommon to find anti-corruption
measures that externals insist on as part of a good
governance agenda being used instead as vehicles to target
political opponents. In addition, there is some obvious
selectivity going on. Liberia is formally at peace but its
diamond trade is still under sanction owing to concern
about levels of corruption. Compare this with Uganda or
Rwanda, which have never experienced sanctions on their
exports of diamonds or other resources obtained from the
conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo.

The dual economic and political conditionalities that
are being imposed on many developing states are 
creating a greater impetus for international monitoring
and regulation such as exists in the Chad/Cameroon
pipeline revenue-sharing agreement4 or the sanctions
against Liberia.5 These types of initiative bring to the fore
the inherent tension between sovereignty and the desires
of external agents to intervene and engineer. The current
post-Washington Consensus has echoes of the 19th-
century British idea of native administration, i.e. 
devolving administrative duties to local structures while
retaining external control over economic and state
development. While this ensures conformity with
international agendas, it raises the possibility of a form 
of neo-trusteeship. Creating an ally is not the same as
creating a strong state rooted in local society. The current
emphasis on building strong states lies mostly in terms of
security sector reform, anti-money-laundering activities
and strengthening border controls. But these need to be
supplemented with a real poverty reduction agenda
which focuses on job creation and employment. 

1 The author would like to thank Neil Cooper, Michael Pugh and
Joanna Spear for their input into this article.
2 ESRC Res. 223250071.
3 Held at the School of Oriental and African Studies, London
University, 19 May 2006.

4 The revenue management plan provides for 72% of oil
revenues (royalties and dividends) to be spent on development.
This is monitored by a joint government–civil society oversight
committee, and an independent advisory group that reports
directly to the World Bank, one of the project’s major co-
financiers.
5 UN sanctions against Liberia have been monitored by a
sanctions committee as well as by a UN Panel of Experts. Since
the mid-1990s, there has been an increase in the use of panels of
experts and monitoring mechanisms.



Employment and job creation – the elephant in
the corner
Employment and job creation are largely ignored by
today’s policy-makers. National-based policies for
employment creation are not as central to post-conflict
reconstruction agendas as making economic 
environments favourable to business. After the Second
World War, states’ legitimacy depended upon their
commitment to pursuing full employment policies. Labour
market issues are sadly neglected now despite the fact
that unemployment rates in post-conflict societies are
staggeringly high. Donors are increasingly aware of the
necessity of absorbing demobilized soldiers into the
labour market in order to address the problem of what
Charles Tilly refers to as ‘specialists in violence’.6 If
demobilized soldiers are not absorbed into society they
create problems for an enduring peace, and may make
the transition from organized political violence to 
criminal violence in peacetime, as has been witnessed in 
El Salvador and Mozambique. 

Donors have also provided capital for entrepreneurs
to start projects or buy existing (often government- or
socially-owned) assets, and micro-credit initiatives have
enabled farmers to buy animals or have ensured that
small towns have a hairdresser or a pizza parlour. These
schemes, however, do not address mass unemployment.
Yet when, as in Kosovo, unemployment among those
aged 16–24 grew to some 70% in 2003, or as in Timor
Leste when soldiers lose their jobs or pay, those affected
will find something to do that is not necessarily 
conducive to social reconstruction. In contrast to the large
sums spent on generating the free market (cutting
regulation, simplifying tax rates and encouraging foreign
direct investment (FDI), very little is spent on researching
or supporting the labour market, trade unions and
cooperatives. In short, employment is the elephant in the
corner that international experts seem reluctant to tackle,
despite this being the chief priority of populations.
Moreover, there is no so-called ‘trickle down’ effect due 
to the ‘efficient’ functioning of the market.

One of the few programmes supposedly dedicated to
general employment in a post-conflict environment was
the 2002 ‘Jobs and Justice’ programme in Bosnia. But the
‘jobs’ part of the programme was non-existent; it was
simply expected that FDI and privatization would lead to
job creation. The programme’s authors even denied that
the state can create jobs, conveniently forgetting that
their own jobs were created by state or
intergovernmental institutions. Not surprisingly, 
registered unemployment rose steadily between 1999 
and April 2006 when it stood at 46% and broke through
the half-million barrier. Officials justifiably claim this is
misleading because many of the registered unemployed
are working in the grey economy but sign on as
unemployed in order to receive the health benefits
associated with registration. The true unemployment rate
is nearer 20%. Furthermore, rules protecting employment

rights are simply ignored in practice. Employers, perhaps
drawing start-up funds from the donor community, abuse
workers by making them work longer hours than is
contracted or legal, delay paying wages, or do not pay
them at all before dismissing them on spurious grounds. 

How peace-building is failing local people and
civil society
One of the biggest failures of the current post-conflict
peace-building agenda for local people is their lack of
involvement in the major decisions affecting their future.
There is a rhetoric of ‘participation’ and ‘self-
empowerment’, but this is not being implemented on the
ground. Despite claims to the contrary, the imposition of
macro-economic packages is a deeply political issue and
one which holds huge implications for local people. In
Kosovo and Albania, privatization transferred assets from
governments at knock-down prices, but this largely only
benefited the elite and was conducted without
employment protection measures. More worryingly, 
social welfare, a crucial method of reducing inequalities
within civil society, is not being addressed in the current
post-conflict reconstruction agenda. Or, rather, it is being
left to the market to provide, which the market blatantly
is not doing. NGOs are left struggling to fill the gap.

The tendency, at present, is to focus on mid-level
institutions rather than citizens. But instead of building
institutions, which are then populated by locals (or not, 
as is usually the case), peace-building should be 
conceived as a bottom-up process. This would help to
create a social contract between the state and the
individual, the lack of which is a key failure of current
peace-building processes. An agenda which focuses on
Western models of state-building and has a low degree 
of local ownership could well produce more reactions
similar to those seen in Iraq. Utilizing diasporas, which 
are often well-versed in the Western discourse, as for
instance in both Iraq and Afghanistan, does not address
the problem of local ownership; it merely masks it. This is
not to suggest that diasporas cannot play a constructive
role, however. Research shows that they are a valuable
source of funds, with annual remittances dwarfing 
official development aid. In Bosnia, for instance,
remittances may contribute 30% to GDP. Ways of tapping
into the resources of this valuable extraterritorial political
constituency should be investigated.

Taken together, these failings of the current peace-
building agenda raise the spectre of custodianship rather
than local ownership. As the UN, international financial
institutions and donors take a greater role in building
economies, states and institutions, there is a danger of a
neo-colonial relationship developing where the West will
only work with those willing to ‘behave’. So, for instance,
in the Palestinian territories, the election of Hamas was
met with sanctions and the removal of funds,
precipitating a humanitarian catastrophe. Of course, it is
important to acknowledge that not all civil society
organizations are pacific or inclusive (e.g. the
Interahamwe in Rwanda), but since 9/11 and the ‘war on
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terror’, there has been a narrowing of what constitutes
legitimate political action. The current tendency to label
all opposition movements as terrorist provides
authoritarian states and local elites with the rationale for
clamping down on them – as witnessed, for instance, in
the North Caucasus. But excluding opposition groups
creates the potential for conflict and makes an enduring
peace less likely. The key to building a peace economy is 
to address, not mask, the sources of conflict.

Recommendations
• The desire to engineer must be moderated into an
economic ‘Sinatra doctrine’ based on a country’s particular
needs. The role of externals should be focused around job
creation, poverty reduction and support for non-business
sectors such as trade unions and NGOs. 
• There should be a move away from the current 
emphasis on prophylactic and asymmetrical regulation
towards regulation based on development and poverty
reduction. Take, for instance, the difference between the
Kimberley Scheme for ‘conflict diamonds’, with its
emphasis on regulating trade, and the ‘development
diamonds’ scheme being pushed by some NGOs (e.g. in
Sierra Leone), with its emphasis on tackling the appalling
working conditions of diamond diggers. 
• As much effort should be spent on developing
employment policies as is spent on organizing
privatization and encouraging FDI. Treating the
unemployed as irrelevant and surplus to requirements
undermines social stability. 
• Selective protection must be provided for sectors
vulnerable to economic liberalization. Any transfer of 
state assets needs to be accompanied by employment
protection measures, which are monitored for compliance. 
• Leaving the market to provide social welfare functions is
not working. There needs to be investment in welfare
provision in post-conflict societies. 
• Diaspora remittances are a major source of finance for
post-conflict reconstruction. Policy-makers should consider
how to make remitting easier and cheaper.
• Finally, for sustainable peace-building, meaningful
participation structures for local stakeholders need to be
developed. The current neo-colonial, international
trusteeship relationship is hindering this. 

Security, Gender and Peace Process

Paddy Hillyard, Amy Maguire and 
Margaret Ward
People aspire to ‘security’ as a state of being, in which
both their protection and their freedom will be assured.
Yet ‘security’ is also, at least partly, an intangible notion,
which different people will interpret in various ways. This
paper reports on some findings from an ESRC study.1 The
project aimed to contribute to an understanding of the
role and experiences of women in contemporary post-
conflict societies by means of an examination of the

gendered meanings of security, and to examine the
differing levels of women’s participation in decision-
making in three ‘post-conflict’ societies – Northern Ireland,
South Africa and Lebanon. The paper begins with a brief
overview of some of the key ways in which women
conceive of the notion of security and then considers their
views on developments during post-conflict transition.
The findings are based on the analysis of 18 focus groups
with women.2 Participants in all three countries were
selected from the same social categories: for example
Women and Men in NGOs, Women and Men Victims,
Women and Men Ex-Combatants, Women and Men
Political Campaigners, and Women and Men in Public Life. 

Women’s imaginings of security
Overall, our study shows that most women possess a
holistic concept of security which embraces a number of
interrelated factors beyond a simple notion of freedom
from physical violence, although physical security was
certainly an important element. Women’s demands for
security were often broad and aspirational but
nevertheless practical and achievable: having a job, 
having a home, providing a good life for their children,
and having the independence to participate in social life.  

The following comments by three South African
women demonstrate this holistic perception of security: 

R1: … the first thing that comes to mind is safety …
especially as far as women are concerned … you look at
the figures in our country of the high rate of rape…
R2: …in addition … women need to have skills, need to
be educated in order to secure jobs, to have safe living
areas …
R3 … In a South African context especially … economic
security is commonly referred to as independence,
especially in relation to women. Being financially
independent comes with a lot of security, and just the
freedom and will to do as you wish and when you want
to … (SA, Women in Economic Reconstruction).

In Lebanon and Northern Ireland similar holistic notions of
security were expressed. One respondent in Lebanon
remarked that the Arabic word for security is ‘not to be
afraid’ and that for her this did not mean freedom from
fear of being assaulted or killed but not having to fear
‘being hungry, to move or to be misjudged’:  

Security is when the person is able to live a comfortable life,
a life in peace in his or her house, in his or her country, in 
the street, in his or her children’s schools, in the work place
… and security is not only the usual meaning of security, 
from arms … there is also social security which is crucial,
social and economic security and psychological security and,
all of this, we have missed all of this for a long time (L,
Women in NGOs).

Similarly, in Northern Ireland, security was seen as
including the ‘feeling you have the right to do the things
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completed before the conflict in Lebanon between Hizbullah and
Israel in July 2006.1 ESRC Award RES-223-25-0066.



you want to do and say; both physical and also
psychological’ (NI, Women in Economic Reconstruction).

Women in the three countries placed a different
emphasis on the elements in their holistic content of
security. In Lebanon, two women articulated their notion
of security in terms of food. Others emphasized social
security, economic security and education, even political
and legal security (L, Women in Public Life). One woman
said: ‘If you want to talk about food security, they always
tell you that amongst the poor, women are the poorest’
(L, Women in NGOs). In South Africa, where the number
of rapes is very high, a ‘victim’ of the conflict said:

When we want to send [children] somewhere, or maybe in
town, they say “mama I’m scared because there are rapists,
I’m scared because there are those people who are drug
addicts …”. If all of us are secured, we have freedom, we’ll
be free.’ (SA, Women Victims). 

When women do conceive of security in terms of physical
safety, this is seldom expressed purely in terms of their
personal safety, but rather in relation to that of their
children, as is clear from the above quote. For the
majority of women, the term security instead embraces a
whole range of social, economic, political and health
concerns. Indeed, some see it as the very antithesis of
physical safety. One Northern Ireland woman pointed out
that ‘security’ was a ‘very ambivalent sort of word’,
associated with ‘security forces’ which to her ‘were the
most violent element’ of the last 30 or 40 years of conflict
(NI, Women Political Campaigners). Another said she
thought of ‘terrorism, policing, armies’ and found it a 
very ‘negative concept and smacks of all MI5 and what
you remember from the 1970s’ (NI, Women in Public Life).

Security in transition
Most women welcomed the end to violent social conflict
as a key achievement of the transition process. They 
noted with appreciation the reduced presence of the
security forces in public. They expressed relief that the
peace process had meant at least a partial revival of the
political process, less destruction of people’s lives and
property, and an increased feeling of safety on the 
streets, at least in relation to political violence. But there
were also negative aspects to the peace, and it was rare
for research respondents to offer entirely positive, or
entirely negative, perspectives on the process of post-
conflict transition. 

In Lebanon one woman argued that the end of the
armed conflict had exacerbated conflict in other areas,
particularly between different religious groups. 

During the 10 to 15 years that followed Taif, sectarianism 
has become more prevalent. Various regions in Lebanon
have become more polarized on a sectarian or religious
basis. This has had a negative impact on women (L, Women
in Political Parties).

In Northern Ireland some women were concerned
because they felt that ‘normal’ (as opposed to political)
crime and violence in their communities and within their
homes had increased during the transition process. Rising

levels of crime, particularly violence against women, were
also of great concern to women in South Africa. 

Perhaps most notably among the three research sites,
South African women identified a range of positive
developments stemming from the transition process. For
example, the new Employment Equity Act was applauded
as the first effort to bring about equality in employment
between men and women in South Africa. Reference was
also made to the new opportunities for women in
industries traditionally monopolized by men, including in
farming. It was felt that there were now more resources
for single mothers and that women had greater access to
funded housing. In contrast, women close to the grass-
roots in Northern Ireland were highly critical of social
policy developments since the ceasefire. One argued that
the health and education services were in crisis and social
services could no longer cope with the presenting
problems. On the other hand, women occupying senior
positions in public life in Northern Ireland were more
inclined to emphasize the substantial improvements and
positive achievements of the post-Agreement period and
support a number of recent policy developments,
including the reform of the police. However, there
remained political disillusionment over the failure to
make progress on the political front. 

Women in the focus groups often provided nuanced
analyses of transition processes, applauding the
progressive developments that were emerging while
identifying how their potential has sometimes been
limited in practice. For example, many South African
women respondents noted the major positive change in
terms of women’s political participation. Although 
women are still quite a long way from equality in politics,
their representation at various levels of governance has
increased markedly since transition, and they now
constitute between a quarter and a third of members in
the National Assembly, Council of Provinces and 
provincial legislatures. But women’s enjoyment of this
enhanced participation is sometimes limited by male
prejudice. Women respondents often found that men
tend to be uncomfortable with women in positions of
influence, or suggest that such women must have gained
their positions through sexual favours. Such prejudice
encourages a competitive climate in which women may
feel forced to undermine rather than support each other
(SA, Women Victims). Although the security situation in
South Africa has improved in terms of political violence,
for example through the significant reduction in arbitrary
beatings and arrests, some women respondents 
expressed concern that male resentment towards the
equality agenda often manifests in violence against
women.

In Lebanon, women were granted political rights
under the constitution in 1953.  However (other than the
right to vote) these rights were generally not exercised in
practice prior to the Taif Accord, and the only women to
take parliamentary positions prior to the onset of
transition did so as the inheritors of seats to which a 
male relative had previously been elected. One 
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continuing limitation on women’s political participation is
the highly sectarian nature of Lebanese politics, and the
fact that most (if not all) sects prefer to put forward men
to represent them – a situation that will no doubt have
been further exacerbated following the conflict with Israel
in July 2006, making it more difficult to engender security.

Women in Northern Ireland were very critical of the
Good Friday Agreement and its failure to grant women’s
full and equal participation at all levels of political and
civil life. The gender-blind reform of policing in Northern
Ireland provides just one of many illustrations. The
important contribution which women made during the
peace-making process, notably through civil society 
groups and the Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition
(NIWC), has been hard to sustain with the collapse of the
Assembly and the Civic Forum, and the subsequent
disbandment of the NIWC. The ‘macho’ political and civil
culture has been able to reassert itself. 

Conclusion
The data presented here demonstrate that an end to
conflict represents only the first step in the social
transformation which women demand of post-conflict
transition processes (Meintjes et al., 2001). Women have
undoubtedly benefited from international law initiatives,
most notably the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (1979) and 
United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 on
women and peace processes (2000), and the at least 
partial domestic implementation of these initiatives in
recent years. These initiatives stand as benchmarks of 
what post-conflict transition processes ought to achieve
for women, as seen in Resolution 1325 and its recognition
of the importance of women’s ‘equal participation and full
involvement in all efforts for the maintenance and
promotion of peace and security, and the need to increase
their role in decision-making with regard to conflict
prevention and resolution’. At the level of
implementation, however, there remains much to be done
to ensure the full development and advancement of
women, and their full and equal participation in
transitions to peace. 

To this end, many commentators have advocated the
mainstreaming of gender across security policy-making 
and provision. Mainstreaming is presented as a means of
more adequately incorporating women’s perspectives into
security dialogue (Woroniuk, 1999). But our study reveals
that the absorption of women’s concerns within dominant
discourses cannot on its own overcome current shortfalls 
in implementation, as mainstreaming more broadly has
failed to achieve revolutionary changes in policy-making
(Hafner-Burton and Pollack, 2002). Rather, as Gopinath 
and DasGupta (2006) note, security and peace-making
policies must be ‘engendered’ in a ‘bottom-up approach’
which ‘attempts to construct an alternative discourse, and
… to re-socialize men and women into a qualitatively
nuanced and different understanding of security’.

Data from our study support the assertion that gender
ought to be made a leitmotif which cuts across the range
of security concerns relevant today. In order for this to be

achieved substantive positive action measures are 
required so that women can be fully and equally
integrated into all aspects of public and political life. It is
insufficient for gender to be listed as a concern within
debates which continue to be dominated by men and
traditional, patriarchal perceptions of what security
requires. Instead, the engenderment of security aims to
empower women to participate in the construction of an
alternative discourse of security that moves beyond
conflictual preoccupations, and opens itself to responding
to women’s holistic conceptions of security. Women are to
be the drivers of such transformation; however, all
governmental and non-governmental agencies involved in
security policy-making and provision will need to support
and promote this process.   
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Between Warrior and Humanitarian
Security: Perceptions of Past and Present
Peacekeeping in Liberia

Paul Higate and Marsha Henry
In 2003, the United Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) was
established in an attempt to maintain peace and bring
security to a country that had been subject to 14 years of
civil war. The 15,000-strong multinational peacekeeping
operation – one of the largest in the world to date – has
arguably achieved many of its objectives, at least in terms
of maintaining peace, disarmament and elections.  Prior to
the establishment of the current UNMIL mission, troops
from the Nigerian-dominated ECOMOG peace
enforcement/peacekeeping mission were stationed in
Liberia for six years from 1991, and their presence has had
a lasting impact on the minds of many Liberians and their
perceptions of peacekeeping and security. Our aim in this
paper is to briefly highlight how the experiences of 
security are often intimately bound up with the 
specificities of the military contingents deployed. That is,
we examine the continuing impact of Nigerian
peacekeeping in the memory of many Liberian people and
how this shapes their attitudes to current peacekeeping
contingents from other parts of the world. In essence, we
examine the links between ‘warrior’ and ‘humanitarian’
peacekeeping. 

Liberia, like many other countries that have had
peacekeeping troops, is not unfamiliar with playing host
to other militaries.  Since the beginning of the 14-year 
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civil war in 1989, which claimed the lives of tens of
thousands of citizens and displaced many more, Liberians
have been subject to a number of different security forces
from neighbouring regions and beyond. Unsurprisingly,
these long and bloody years of insecurity have left a deep
mark on Liberia’s collective psyche. Not only do people
continue to live in the psychological shadow of war, but 
in a more material sense their infrastructure remains
barely functional. In March 2006, many of Monrovia’s
inhabitants were still without either clean and safe water
or electricity, and many of the capital’s buildings await
extensive restoration.

On 11 November 2005, in a critical moment in the
history of Liberia, Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf claimed victory in
elections largely referred to as ‘free and fair’, and so
became the first female head of state on the African
continent. While this marked a new beginning for many,
the journey ahead is likely to be fraught with difficulty.
Past tensions expressed most graphically during the
conflict continue to bubble away under the surface, as 
was witnessed in the outbreak of violence during the
election campaigns. Ultimately, these are questions of 
past, present and future security. 

The fact that the Liberian people have played host to
peacekeeping interventions costing billions of US dollars
for around ten of the last 16 years should be of great
significance to those observers with an interest in 
security. To date, however, there have been few attempts
to elicit perceptions and experiences of security from the
ground up in this and other Peace Support Operations
(PSOs). Yet generating an insight from local people and
others working on the ground into the provision of
security by peacekeepers is integral to the development of
future best practice in PSOs. A useful point of entry is to
ask how members of this diverse group feel about
peacekeeping in their country. In particular, do they feel
more or less secure with the current peacekeeping
presence? Included below are a number of illustrative
extracts from respondents generated from fieldwork
conducted in Liberia during March 2005.1 The focus in this
study is on the ways in which participants in the study
defined security within the context of past and present
peacekeeping interventions and where they focused on
different national peacekeeping contingents. 

Security: the ‘warrior’ benchmark  
In general, Liberians ranked different national contingents
which arrived in Liberia to provide security.  While most
Liberians expressed extreme gratitude towards any 
military contingent for intervening in the long conflict,
they felt that some contingents were more effective and
powerful than others. These attitudes were often shared

by a variety of national and international workers in the
mission.  For example, one NGO worker in Monrovia said:

We had the Nigerians here with ECOMOG.  Our historical
perception of them convinces people that they are more
robust and more active [by implication, than the current
UNMIL force].

She added that ‘Nigerians [of the former ECOMOG
presence] were … feared and respected.’ A Liberian male
security officer reflected on the UNMIL mandate, and how
it differed from the ‘open book’ approach – best described
as oscillating between peacekeeping and peace
enforcement – shaping the social practice of the previous
ECOMOG contingents: 

People don’t really understand the Chapter VII mandate that
UNMIL work under. We understood that they [UNMIL] would
be like ECOMOG, i.e. that we would respect them when they
fought. Now, we have insecurity … if we have a cross- 
border attack we don’t have an army, and the question we
ask is ‘Will the UN respond?’ ... Until recently, if one or two
persons were fighting, or small groups were fighting, they
[UNMIL] wouldn’t do anything. People would be looting …
there were roofs being removed from churches and UNMIL
did nothing … this wouldn’t have happened with ECOMOG.

A French male national working to oversee the activities 
of a large NGO with services in different parts of Liberia
said: ‘The only contingent that the Liberians are really
afraid of is the Nigerians … when the Nigerians arrive,
everyone starts to panic.’ The respect commanded by
Nigerian troops of the ECOMOG force was tangible and
rooted in their predecessors’ earlier activities in the
country. The theme of respect was also echoed by a male
Liberian working in an advocacy organization in 
Monrovia: ‘In a serious ex-combatant episode [where, for
example, arms are being discharged] you would prefer to
have the Nigerians intervene. The ex-combatants have a
great respect for Nigerians.’ Similarly, a British female 
NGO worker expressed her thoughts on who was most
likely to evoke confidence and ‘get the job done’: 

We have a contingent of Nigerian police here who people feel
much more confident about [than their UNMIL predecessors 
of a different nationality]. The Nigerians are better known for
rushing in, firing first and asking questions later.

The spontaneous views offered in response to a question
as to the national identities of those contingents that 
were most likely to create a feeling of military security
invariably elicited mention of the Nigerian troops of the
ECOMOG force who had left some eight years earlier.

Security: the role of the humanitarian
peacekeeper
Though our small-scale study does not claim to be
representative, nevertheless it was interesting to note 
that participants generally failed to link their concerns
with security to humanitarian dimensions of intervention.
Thus, somewhat exceptionally, one of only two
participants who discussed security in more obviously
humanitarian terms said that:
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1 The fieldwork included formal face-to-face, recorded, semi-
structured interviews with a range of national, international and
local stakeholders, together with a significant number of
informal discussions with Liberian citizens in four different
locations across the country in March 2005.



The Bangladeshis have done exceptionally well. They have
gone beyond peacekeeping to provide basic services, i.e.
humanitarian services. They forfeited one day’s food per 
week to give to the local population … [this helped to
provide] a sense of security. They’ve opened a clinic that
provides health services and they provided over 350 soccer
balls to the villages where young people are. Young people
can play [football] and there is a sense of fullness … that is
security! People are now interacting freely. There are two
major tribes: Mandingo and Loma, and [historically] there 
was a very low level of interaction. Now there is much more
interaction and trade has opened up between them, so that
Mandingo can buy from Loma and Loma from Mandingo.
Part of their life has been fulfilled.

He went on to discuss how members of the Bangladeshi
and Pakistani contingents interacted with the local
community, and that the ways in which they presented
themselves to their beneficiaries turned on breaking down
the social barriers between uniformed military personnel
and the host community:

I have personally interacted with the Bangladeshi and the
Pakistani forces and I think they are amongst the best I have
seen. They are polite and organized and they do engage with
the local community. [I know of a] Pakistani colonel who
moves around without a bodyguard and who builds rapport
with local people. The local people wrote a letter to the
government of Pakistan to get them to extend their stay by
three months … [ultimately] the Pakistanis follow the
principles of peacekeeping directly.’

There were few accounts – elicited either formally or
informally – substantiating this particular approach to
peacekeeping, with the more aggressive dimension of
peace enforcement dominating the sample response. In
contrast to the Nigerians, many of the participants
described peacekeeping troops of the Bangladeshi and
Pakistani contingent as ‘weak’, ‘ineffectual’ and 
(somewhat ironically), ‘peace-loving’. The meanings
attached to the humanitarian aspects of security these UN
personnel were attempting to foster in terms of the
rehabilitation of schools and the provision of field
hospitals open to local people were overshadowed by the
need to be ‘decisive’, ‘tough’ and ‘robust’. Ongoing
feelings of insecurity were generated around the large
number of ex-combatants, many of whom, at the time of
the fieldwork, were awaiting their passage through the
stalled Disarmament Demobilization Rehabilitation and
Resettlement (DDRR) process and, it was argued, were
‘gathering in Monrovia’. 

Discussion
These exploratory reflections on security within the 
context of the peacekeeping presence in Liberia are 

framed by a broad consensus in which the peace
enforcement model – exemplified by the ECOMOG 
‘warrior’ – is held up as the benchmark against which
subsequent interventions were appraised. At a time when
many commentators have called for a broadening of the
security agenda, these tentative findings refocus attention
back towards military security.  

In explaining the findings sketched in this small-scale
snapshot taken in March 2005, it is important to reflect on
the continuing resonance of the bloody civil war. It is here
that the Nigerian troops of the ECOMOG force were
understood by many to have displayed their warrior 
prowess. However, the ECOMOG intervention between 
1991 and 1997 was far from uncontroversial, with 
evidence pointing to peacekeeper involvement in looting,
smuggling and gender-based violence. Given the potential
insecurity these activities created for a significant number 
of Liberians, it is noteworthy that only one respondent
highlighted these aspects of the ECOMOG intervention. To
understand the relative silence on ECOMOG 
misdemeanours, it is necessary to reflect on the limited
extent to which troops of the UNMIL deployment have 
had to confront and respond to violence in contrast to 
their ECOMOG predecessors. It is here – on the front line –
that the reputation of Nigerian-dominated troop 
contingents of ECOMOG was demonstrated to a 
vulnerable populace. Reflecting on the later years of the
ECOMOG intervention, one commentator argued: ‘One
would be hard-pressed to visit Monrovia without hearing,
time and again, “Thank God for ECOMOG”.’ The 
sentiments of many Monrovia residents were summarized 
by a Liberian medical worker: ‘ECOMOG was our saviour; 
it was a salvation. [It] saved the population of Monrovia.’

At the same time, some did acknowledge the less
positive activities of ECOMOG, exemplified by extensive
looting, as suggested by this columnist writing for the
Liberian newspaper The Perspective: ‘Monrovia residents
watched their cars and refrigerators being loaded onto 
ships bound for Nigeria, and thanked God that at least 
their houses were not being burned down.’ 

In sum, then, this pilot study points to the ongoing
resonance of the Liberian civil war in shaping perceptions
and experiences of security, as reflected through 
responses to the peacekeeping presence over recent years.
Similar work in other conflict/post-conflict contexts could 
be revealing as it attempts to illuminate the localized
interplay of the collective memory of violence with the
reputations of those peacekeepers perceived as most 
likely to respond effectively to violence. Our findings
correspond with the premise that, in the main, Liberia’s
peace is perceived by many as an ‘absence of war’ and 
that, in this case at least, the desire for military security
remains pressing. 
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