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Supporting peace processes in Southeast Asia

Have politically savvy, flexible approaches become the norm?



(1) Conflict occurs because (some) 

people want it

• its about interests and incentives

(2) Conflicts can occur in strong states 

• capacity often not most important

(3) Internationals often less important 

for peace than commonly thought

WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT CONFLICT 



THE LIBERAL PEACEBUILDING TOOLKIT

 Brokering peace negotiations

 DDR

 Refugees and IDPs

 Transitional justice

 Security sector reform

 Elections

 Building state capacity

 Financing civil society and 

media

A standard toolkit

Cadre of peacebuilding

experts

Specialized venacular

‘Done’ to post-conflict 

countries



 Treat recipients of peacebuilding as deficient with 

weak institutions and capacity

 But…

• More about political-economy 

than capacity

• Non-fragile contexts

• Lack of will more important

LIMITATION: FOCUS ON WEAK INSTITUTIONS 

AND CAPACITY



LIMITATION: IMPLEMENT PRE-PLANNED 

TOOLKIT



 Local (elite) interests key

 Patronage

 Locals can ‘play’ internationals 

(rhetoric vs. reform)

 Internationals not clever enough 

to understand

 Middle-income countries: 

leverage even less

LIMITATION: ASSUME LEVERAGE FOR 

INTERNATIONAL ACTORS



BEYOND THE TOOLKIT: WORKING 

POLITICALLY

New 
ways of 
working

TWP

PDIA
Politically 

smart, 
locally led

DDD

What does it mean for working on peace processes?



ALTERNATIVE WAYS OF WORKING (I)

Limitations of liberal 

peacebuilding

Working politically on peace

Assume weak institutions and 

capacity are the problem

Understand the logic and 

incentives that underpin conflict / 

use other levels than technical 

skills and capacity

Build approaches based solely on 

‘fragile states’

Understand and adapt to local 

context / update knowledge on 

political-economy

Implement standard tool kit of pre-

planned interventions

Solutions need not reflect ‘best

practice’ / adapt approaches / work 

indirectly as well as directly



ALTERNATIVE WAYS OF WORKING (II)

Limitations of liberal peacebuilding Working politically on peace

Try to build ‘best practice’ liberal and 

economic systems

Adopt open-ended ‘best fit’ approach to 

institutions / trial approaches / make

compromises

Focus overwhelmingly on formal state 

process

Work with where power and legitimacy is 

(including informal and hybrid 

institutions)

Assume internals most influential Build and work with coalitions of locals / 

broker relationships/ willingness to 

disappear


