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v

By studying peacebuilding as a global institutionalization process—focus-
ing on how connections and disconnections are made and reproduced 
between different social systems, as well as between policy and practice—
this book describes contradictory aspects of peacebuilding.

Exploring processes relating to UN peacebuilding in Liberia made it 
possible to study how current global peacebuilding processes challenge 
established notions of the state, causing new kinds of state formations, 
franchised states, which also make it necessary to revisit questions con-
cerning sovereignty. A studying-through approach enabled me to trace 
aspects and activities across several hierarchical levels and geographical 
sites (New York, Oslo, Liberia) during fieldwork. Exploring how activities 
aimed at creating national ownership produced emergent properties  
and contradictory processes, I show empirically how state capacities were 
(re)produced, while national ownership in the state apparatus was 
undermined.

Chapter 1 presents the main conceptual framework, defining franchised 
states and ownershipping as central concepts. In Chap. 2, I underpin own-
ershipping as an analytical concept, using relevant trajectories within 
anthropological theory. Chapter 3 focuses on operationalizing ownership-
ping as an analytical perspective. Here I outline the methodological frame-
work, methods, and research design and provide an empirical snapshot 
from the multiple sites studied. In Chap. 4, I describe and analyze the 
historical context and trajectory of Liberia, focusing on state formation 
and global connections and arguing the importance of a historically ori-
ented anthropology for comprehending aspects of power and  particularities 
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vi  PREFACE

in Liberia today. Chapter 5 turns to the internal dynamics of the executive 
decision-making body of the UN, the Security Council: the overarching 
framework for peacekeeping/peacebuilding. I show how Security Council 
decisions, resolutions, and mandates are the results of a consensus-making 
process aimed primarily at maintaining an efficient Council and only sec-
ondarily at actual needs on the ground. This gap produces bureaucratic 
mechanisms particular to the peacebuilding process. In Chaps. 6, 7, and 9, 
I use data collected during fieldwork in Liberia to show how peacebuild-
ing, as mandated by the Security Council, unfolds on the ground and how 
various topics are systematically connected or disconnected. Chapter 8 is 
centered on the DPKO HQ. Here I focus on policy-making and taxono-
mies in the making in the UN bureaucracy, showing how peacebuilding 
activities are given formal language and come into formal bureaucratic 
existence. The concluding chapter makes clear the implications of apply-
ing ownershipping as an analytical perspective to global peacebuilding pro-
cesses. The various activities presented in the previous chapters helped 
turn Liberia into an object of governing. This produced paradoxical pro-
cesses, whereby the UN, in seeking to build the state in Liberia, also 
became the state. Finally, I draw implications from these findings related to 
anthropological perspectives on the state and conceptions of sovereignty.
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In 2010 I was in Monrovia, Liberia, doing fieldwork on peacekeeping/peace-
building. The fieldwork started off with a visit to the office of a Liberian 
deputy minister who, I hoped, could offer interesting views on ownership—but 
I was promptly met with the question: “ownership of what?” “Hmmm …. 
policy processes,” I replied after a few seconds. “Aha!” was the answer; sorry, 
the minister would not be available. After numerous phone calls, I realized 
that examining what Liberian authorities meant by “ownership” and the 
extent of involvement of the international community in Liberian policy pro-
cesses would simply not be feasible. Those I spoke with either had no interest in 
the project or were not willing to talk about a potentially controversial sub-
ject—or perhaps the way the question was asked left no room for their own 
interpretations or understandings. I decided to change the strategy to tracing 
connections and the making of disconnections in peacebuilding processes.

Because it is the UN Security Council (UNSC) that adopts the mandates 
and the overarching framework for peacekeeping/peacebuilding, I decided to 
return to this arena which I knew from previous fieldwork. Then I had learned 
that the consensus focus in the Council is strong and that this affects its 
decision- making processes and formal output (Schia 2013). Even then I had 
become interested in how the Council, through this dynamic, was able to make 
decisions in line with needs and concerns in the field. In Liberia I had explored 
various activities, practices, and projects that indicated a gap between the 
decisions of the UNSC and the political and historical context on the ground.

In the UN Security Council, diplomats representing 15 countries come 
together to discuss and adopt broad mandates and resolutions. The complexity 
that cannot be dealt with in this arena gets passed down the hierarchy to be 
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managed by officials and bureaucrats and peacekeeping/peacebuilding offi-
cers in the field. Because these mandates and resolutions are the results of 
compromises, consensus focus, and big politics, they have to be negotiated, 
interpreted, and adapted to the situations in the field: an asymmetry between 
the implementation level and the decision-making level. This asymmetry in 
turn makes it necessary for bureaucrats and officials at UN headquarters to 
keep trying to catch up with activities on the ground, to create ownership and 
interpret situations in the field in relation to UNSC mandates.

Seeking to trace connections, and the making of disconnections, within this 
peacekeeping/peacebuilding field, I arrived at the UN’s peacekeeping policy- 
making section in New York in 2009/2010. The main job of the officials here 
was to provide language on the field activities, with policy, handbooks, guide-
lines, and bureaucratic taxonomies as operational support for the field, but 
also reports for the UN member-states and their delegations in New York. At 
this section I could link into peacekeeping/peacebuilding processes at a level 
where the focus was on connecting the field with the executive decisions, man-
dates, and resolutions and vice versa. I could observe how peacekeeping inten-
tions moved around in the peacebuilding system. Traveling back and forth 
between Liberia, Oslo, and New  York, I came to view peacebuilding as a 
global process involving activities and practices that constituted a transna-
tional institutionalization process and a global will to govern. Actors repre-
senting different and often contradictory systems as well as different political 
and historical contexts at various geographical places—all were creating 
common communicative platforms, forming this process at different levels 
through the making of connections and disconnections.
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CHAPTER 1

Franchised States and Ownershipping

Work on the role and functioning of peacebuilding has tended to focus on 
sovereignty as a monolithic entity, something that states either have or do 
not have. The role of external factors like the UN is typically seen as being 
either to bolster such sovereignty, or to undermine it. Adopting an anthro-
pological studying-through approach to the UN’s peacebuilding activities 
in Liberia, I will show how UN peacebuilding activities turned Liberia 
into an object of governing, whereby the UN, in seeking to build the 
state, also became the state. The sovereign state of Liberia here emerges as 
a franchise, not a self-contained entity. Two implications follow: First, 
that, to maintain an international system based on sovereign states, inter-
national peacebuilding turns post-conflict countries into clients of the 
international community. Second, that sovereignty becomes unbundled, 
no longer exclusively associated with the state, and is organized in and 
through specific practices of governing, with state actors as one among 
many kinds of actors. These findings move beyond other studies of peace-
building by narrowing in on the unbundling of sovereignty, adding to our 
insights on the changing forms of sovereignty by showing the specific ways 
in which it is packaged and enacted, often by actors who are acting in the 
name of the international.

The first chapter lays the foundations for the main themes of the book, 
defining key concepts such as franchised states and ownershipping, and set-
ting out the main elements in the analytical framework. I specify what can 
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and cannot be grasped through current approaches, and opt for an analyti-
cal strategy that allows me to make as few assumptions as possible about 
the organization and functioning of state sovereignty. By “studying 
through”—a well-established anthropological strategy—I identify the var-
ious layers of the organization of sovereignty for many conflict-ridden 
states in the global South, using Liberia as a case. Key layers of this orga-
nization are (i) the UN Security Council (UNSC), (ii) peacebuilding 
bureaucracy and policy-making in DPKO in New York, and (iii) the imple-
mentation level and peacebuilding process in Liberia. This strategy enables 
us to see peacebuilding as a method of distributing concepts and ideas 
about states and state capacities, linking organizational practices in 
New York with those in Liberia, and thereby capturing the sites where 
sovereignty is variously enacted, negotiated, and put to work. The per-
spective on franchised states allows us to see that while sovereign states are 
generally perceived as being constitutive of the international system, that 
system is also constitutive of (some) states, insofar as it—as exemplified by 
the UN—organizes, manages, and enacts statehood, often in paradoxical 
and contradictory ways. Approaching the international system and state 
sovereignty in this way—backwards, as it were—makes it possible to detect, 
describe, and interpret taken-for-granted assumptions about sovereignty.

In the empirical chapters of this book, I move along with actors work-
ing with global peacebuilding processes, to capture intentions that travel, 
and further to explore what happens when they change sites and reappear 
in new contexts. This has meant studying empirically how organizational 
aims and goals become transformed and contextualized by peacebuilding 
actors to fit with local settings. Further, I investigate how articulations of 
peacebuilding at the top level of the UN organization differ from those on 
the ground, and explore the friction between these levels by studying 
social processes and individual actions. In this exploration, I began by 
focusing on how UN and other international actors emphasized creating 
“national ownership” to the peacebuilding process in Liberia. That led me 
to ask how people involved in the peacebuilding process in Liberia created 
bureaucratic and institutional links, how they produced taxonomies and 
shared communicative platforms.

As I empirically traced policies through these systems, it increasingly 
looked as if the UN bureaucracy became intertwined with the Liberian 
bureaucracy. In trying to build the state in Liberia, the UN paradoxically 
also became the state, so peacebuilding activities aimed at building the 
state, and creating national ownership, also seemed to undermine Liberian 
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national ownership of the state. That is an observation also made by sev-
eral scholars concerned with development assistance, peacebuilding, and 
statebuilding. My point here is that we must move beyond this observa-
tion. Empirical studies of such global processes can explore how sover-
eignty gets organized and performed. That requires a combination of 
diachronic and synchronic approaches—or a historically oriented anthro-
pology, combined with tracing how state institutions become entangled 
with and transformed through their relations with external forces, ambi-
tions, and processes. I analyze these processes of connections and discon-
nections through anthropological perspectives on organizations and 
sovereignty, which in turn reveal sovereignty as not exclusively associated 
with state actors—thereby revealing Liberia as a franchised state.

Through this study, I trace how the bureaucratic logic in the UN shapes 
its actions in a specific way. When the UN deploys a peacebuilding opera-
tion to a post-conflict country like Liberia, an interface is created between 
the UN organization and the Liberian state. This interface consists, on the 
one hand, of the UN, with its organizational way of seeing and sorting the 
world by making bureaucratic taxonomies that enable UN actors to per-
form and implement organizational tasks on the ground; and, on the 
other hand, the Liberian government, with the particularities of Liberia as 
a sovereign country whose state institutions and customary structures 
have been shaped by their specific historical trajectory. For Liberia to be 
recognized by the international community as a state and to maintain the 
legitimacy of the UN’s presence in the country, it is imperative for both 
the Liberian state and the UN to create national Liberian ownership to the 
peacebuilding processes. Tracing these processes empirically revealed how 
an emphasis on creating national ownership entailed paradoxical effects 
and emergent properties specific to the Liberian political and historical 
context. This, in turn, made it necessary to draw on an understanding of 
sovereignty as a modus operandi or as a governmentalized template 
(Bartelson 2014, p. 88) through which political processes like peacebuild-
ing are organized. In this way sovereignty is understood as a symbolic 
form “that has conditioned the ways in which we habitually talk about, 
reflect upon and organize the political world” (ibid., p. 8). The focus on 
national ownership, it seemed, help to reproduce Liberia’s state capacities 
and status as a sovereign country. However, it also appeared that creating 
ownership to peacebuilding processes was something the UN bureaucrats 
and officials did in order to turn Liberia into a governable object in line 
with the UN’s bureaucratic taxonomies. This might undermine the 
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Liberian state apparatus—but would it mean that Liberia’s status as a sov-
ereign country became undermined? The studying-through approach 
enabled me to follow up on this question by exploring contradictory 
aspects and emergent properties of peacebuilding and furthermore to 
avoid a claustrophobic notion of sovereignty. Thus, the book deals with 
the following key questions: What is peacebuilding? What political signifi-
cance does it have? To what extent does it contribute to organizing people 
within systems of power and authority?

To investigate these questions further, I turned to theories and litera-
ture that enabled me to explore institutions, organizations, and bureau-
cracies, and how institutions influence the thinking of individuals, and 
how individuals come to share categories of thoughts (Douglas 1986). 
This evoked anthropological perspectives on organizations and sover-
eignty, in which the Liberian state emerged as a franchised state.

This theoretical point of departure made it possible to analyze how 
actors connected with the peacebuilding process in Liberia were engaged 
in activities aimed at creating national ownership through rebuilding state 
capacities, while simultaneously producing other unintentional and some-
times contradictory effects. Activities of UN officials and people working 
for other international organizations involved with the peacebuilding pro-
cess in countries like Liberia tended to turn processes pertaining to the 
state in post-conflict countries into recognizable social spaces familiar to 
actors in the international apparatus. In this way, actions concerned with 
establishing a national ownership to peacebuilding processes invoked 
social spaces where contradictory processes unfolded simultaneously. The 
emphasis on creating national ownership provided legitimacy to the UN 
and the international peacebuilding operation, thereby reproducing activi-
ties pertaining to ideas of sovereignty. However, it also gave rise to a clien-
telistic relationship between the Liberian state on the one hand, and the 
UN and other international peacebuilding actors on the other. With the 
help of perspectives provided by Mary Douglas (1986), it proved possible 
to analyze this as an institutionalization process. Creating national owner-
ship required building capacity in established national institutions. In this 
capacity-building process, the UN and national elites would tend to find 
each other by working together, establishing a shared communicative plat-
form or categories of thoughts.

Institutions are built up over time and are products of their historical 
trajectories (see, for instance, Berger and Luckmann 1979). A historically 
oriented approach to social institutions and institutionalizations is needed 
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for understanding aspects of power, so as to avoid a structural- functionalistic 
view of political and social institutions (see, for instance, Meeker 1980). 
With this in mind, I include a historical perspective on the making of 
Liberian state institutions. This in turn made it relevant to ask whether the 
UN, in its efforts at building the state in Liberia, paradoxically also became 
the state and contributed to (re)producing Liberia as a franchised state. 
Anthropological perspectives on organization and sovereignty have proven 
particularly well equipped for analyzing this question.

The present chapter presents the direction and frameworks for this 
book. After explaining the basis and background, I continue with a section 
defining ownership as practitioners used it; next, I introduce ownership-
ping as an analytical perspective for explaining complexities in peacebuild-
ing processes.

Tracing connecTions and Traveling inTenTions

The empirical chapters in this book move back and forth between villages 
in rural Liberia (where global policies shape, influence, and have direct 
and indirect impacts on statebuilding processes in Liberia), via a perspec-
tive on the historical trajectory of Liberia as a nation-state, to negotiations, 
diplomacy, and backstage decision-making processes in the UN Security 
Council in New York. I explore more centralized sites in Monrovia where 
I traced global policy processes and the making of connections and dis-
connections in Liberian ministries, as well as a policy-producing section in 
the UN Department for Peacekeeping Operations in New York where I 
was involved in producing normative frameworks, principles, policies, and 
guidelines for the field in Liberia. Through my anthropological fieldwork, 
I have also been to several other sites not specifically mentioned here. 
Thus, the ethnography presented has undergone a selective process where 
I have chosen to focus on elements that contribute in weaving together a 
coherent argument based on empirical findings at important sites of peace-
building, and connecting this phenomenon as a global institutionalization 
process.

Anthropologists have studied the interconnectedness between local 
and national levels and between formal and informal state structures in 
Liberia (e.g., d’Azevedo 1962, 1969; Murphy and Blesoe 1987; Moran 
2006; Richards 2005; Tonkin 2002). The present book adds a layer of 
complexity—the international layer—by describing how the UN and oth-
ers produce state effects in Liberia. This made it necessary for me, as an 
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anthropologist, to choose the long road of long-term, multi-sited field-
work, traveling between Liberia, New York, and Oslo to trace connec-
tions, or selective social relations, across time and space. On the other 
hand, these findings would be of little value unless combined with a 
description of the historical trajectory of Liberia. Drawing on the history 
of Liberia, I see today’s international engagement as the continuation of a 
long tradition of supporting elite interests in the country.

The fieldwork was conducted between 2007 and 2016. The book is 
organized with each chapter focusing on one place, so that each chapter 
can contribute a specific perspective to the larger argument about fran-
chised states and how global processes like peacebuilding challenge our 
conception of states, causing new kinds of state formations and making it 
necessary to revisit questions of sovereignty. Through participant observa-
tion and “studying-through” fieldwork, I examine three sites of the peace-
building process as it pertains to Liberia.

The highest hierarchical place or site is the executive level of the UN’s 
responsibility for international peace and security. This site is presented 
in Chap. 5 on the UN Security Council (UNSC), the arena for interna-
tional politics and big decisions. UNSC decisions have effects across the 
world, from big capitals to small villages in isolated rural areas, but these 
decisions are also affected by internal patterns of action grounded in big 
politics. The Council produces far-reaching and extensive policy, Security 
Council Resolutions—but has an inward focus. The content of these 
resolutions and statements arrived at through negotiations and compro-
mises could be understood as representing the overarching organiza-
tional intentions of the United Nations. These intentions travel through 
HQ bureaucracy in New York, where they are transformed into practical 
guidelines and policies for officials deployed to peacekeeping missions. 
In Liberia, these guidelines and policies get interpreted and negotiated, 
producing actions and effects aimed at building and consolidating a suc-
cessful and long-term peace. It proved necessary to understand the 
dynamics of the decision- making process in the Council to trace how this 
process pertains to the production and reproduction of a set of state 
capacities.

The next site, or place, in the hierarchical organization is discussed in 
Chap. 7, which focuses on policy production at the headquarters of the 
UN Department of Peacekeeping Operation (DPKO) in New York. The 
findings in this chapter are based on participant observation of a policy- 
producing section of the DPKO where I was working in 2009/2010. This 
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chapter discusses the purpose of policy and the UN from a headquarters 
perspective. I participated in activities, meetings, and conversations; in the 
production of guidelines, policies, and operational support to the field—
but also in the production of documents intended to defend and provide 
legitimacy to peacebuilding actions vis-à-vis UN member-states in 
New York.

The third site, or place, is the implementation level, presented in Chaps. 
5, 6, and 8. These chapters are based on field trips to Liberia between 
2007 and 2016. They show how the UN and other international actors 
were engaged with the (re)production of state capacities in Liberia, and 
how this activity produced connections and disconnections.

The theoretical approach is the subject of Chap. 2; here let me simply 
note that I focus on anthropological perspectives on organization and sov-
ereignty. This book explores a global system of intentions—involving peo-
ple who operate in accordance with certain intentions and goals, which in 
turn, have been shaped by the context in which they were operationalized. 
The anthropological perspectives on organization and sovereignty serve to 
explain Liberia as a franchised state.

Franchised sTaTes

International relations (IR) theory has traditionally regarded sovereignty 
and sovereign states as the main building blocks of the international com-
munity. Theories here have generally converged on the idea that “the sov-
ereign state is a self-contained entity and that the international system is a 
self-regulating one” (Bartelson 2014, p. 5). Drawing on the findings from 
my anthropological fieldwork, I focus on how sovereignty is organized 
and performed through institutionalization. This process involves a vast 
range of actors: states, bureaucracies, international organizations, nongov-
ernmental organizations, national organizations, local organizations, cus-
tomary structures, foundations, fellowships, and so on, and is articulated 
in bureaucratic taxonomies and classifications. This view finds support also 
in recent IR theory:

While sovereign states remain the main building blocks of the international 
system, the state has become something more akin to a franchise than a self- 
contained entity. And though the international system remains in place, it 
has become more epiphenomenal in relation to the strategies that keep this 
system in good working order. (Bartelson 2014, p. 5)

 FRANCHISED STATES 
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In this book, I explore empirically how international peacebuilding 
turns post-conflict countries into franchised states of the international 
community as an effect, or emergent property, of the international system. 
As I observed the myriads of international actors in central Monrovia, this 
impression only grew stronger. Chapter 6 describes how international 
consultants—the Scott Fellows in Liberian ministries—played a substantial 
role in the making of national strategies and policies. And in Chap. 8, I 
show how peacebuilders sought to incorporate local perceptions into the 
peacebuilding process. Taken together, these chapters present activities 
that make connections and disconnections in the peacebuilding process. 
The gap between the overarching aims, as incorporated in UNSC peace-
building mandates, and realities on the ground resulted in a multitude of 
catching-up activities. These activities are taxonomical and produced spe-
cific effects and emergent properties of peacebuilding. For Liberia, with a 
population of only some 4 million, the impact of what became the biggest 
peacekeeping mission to date, with 15,000 peacekeepers deployed in 
2003, was considerable.1 The diversity of other international actors, inter-
national organizations, NGOs, and countries present in Monrovia and 
throughout the country adds to this impression. Many of the actors 
involved in the peacebuilding process in Liberia were working on tasks 
aimed at getting the country, or the state, up to the standards expected of 
a sovereign nation. These are standards inherent in, and are constituted 
by, international politics and the making of UNSC resolutions.

All these factors made Liberia a particularly interesting country for 
exploring practices pertaining to sovereignty. When diplomats at the UN 
Security Council in New York made decisions concerning the peacebuild-
ing process in Liberia, when bureaucrats at UN headquarters gave “insti-
tutional language” to activities by drafting, for instance, the report of the 
annual meeting between the Department of Peacekeeping Operations and 
the UN member-states (C34), or guidelines for Civil Affairs officials in the 
field, or when Scott Fellows brokered at the interface between the inter-
national actors and Liberian national ministries, they were all involved in 
practices producing state effects and (re)producing state capacities, and 
were thus involved in constituting Liberia as a sovereign country. And yet, 
at the same time, they were undermining the object of the peacebuilding 
process by becoming part of the state.

A leading contemporary scholar of sovereignty, Jens Bartelson, has 
highlighted how sovereignty has been used as a template organizing polit-
ical activity. He sees sovereignty not as something equivalent to “supreme 
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domestic authority” (2014, p. 84), but rather as a set of rights and legal 
status ascribed and contingent upon a state’s responsible exercise, and 
how this concurs with “the norms and values of an imagined international 
community” (2014, p. 1). Bartelson goes on to show how sovereignty has 
been outsourced and become a template for governmentalization as a 
matter of restoring state capacities and sovereignty in states where author-
ity structures have been severely weakened. These processes depend on 
assistance from the outside, which implies that: “the governmentalization 
of sovereignty is a way to maintain international order, as well as con-
versely. Thus, the continuity and viability of the international system 
depend on an array of maintenance functions carried out by a variety of 
non-state actors.” (2014, p. 86). My study of the peacebuilding process in 
Liberia, tracing connections and disconnections across national borders, 
also became an argument for the need to understand sovereignty as not 
solely associated with the state, but as a template for practices of governing 
involving various actors—international organizations, NGOs, and donors, 
in addition to state actors. Franchised states builds on and further develops 
Bartelson’s theoretical points about sovereignty through empirical explo-
ration anchored in anthropological fieldwork.

ownership

The term “ownership” as it pertains to peacebuilding processes requires 
clarification. After a brief historical introduction, I explain how the con-
cept of ownership has been incorporated into the fields of development, 
peacebuilding, and statebuilding.

The connections between ownership, the state, and concepts of sover-
eignty have long historical traditions. Drawing on Hobbes, Montesquieu 
and Sieyes, scholars have described how conceptions of state sovereignty 
have connected with ideas about ownership and representation (see 
Holland 2010). All three operate with an inside and an outside of the 
state—which, for Hobbes, was determined by ownership. These historical 
concepts about sovereignty, ownership, and outside represent ideas about 
the international arena, and are reflected in the ways ownership is used 
today by the UN and by institutions in the field of development, peace-
building, and statebuilding. In this book, I focus on how emphasis on 
creating national ownership to the peacebuilding process in Liberia has 
produced activities and effects that contribute to (re)producing sover-
eignty, while also turning the state into a franchise.
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In peacekeeping and development work, the term local ownership 
emerged in the report of the OECD Development Assistance Committee 
(DAC) in 1996. This document highlighted the importance of locally 
owned development strategies, defining local people in their relation to 
donors. “Ownership” built further on an idea that had been circulating 
within the development industry for some time: that aid would become 
more effective if the recipients could control how it was being used. This 
view has since been followed by the World Bank, the OECD, the UNDP, 
and many NGOs. Local ownership was among the principles of the 2005 
Paris Declaration of aid effectiveness, later followed up in Accra (2008) 
and in Busan (2011).

In the UN Capstone Doctrine document that sets the course for future 
UN peacekeeping operations, national and local ownership is presented as 
“critical to the successful implementation of a peace process” (UN DPKO/
DFS 2008b, b, p. 39). The idea is that a UN-designed plan or policy can 
be successfully implemented only if the recipient country and its people 
can be involved in formulating and/or adapting the plans that have been 
made for them. The role of local and national ownership in maintaining 
the legitimacy of the operation is also highlighted:

Effective approaches to national and local ownership not only reinforce the 
perceived legitimacy of the operation and support mandate implementation, 
they also help to ensure the sustainability of any national capacity once the 
peacekeeping operation has been withdrawn. (UN DPKO/DFS 2008b, b, 
p. 39)

The document further notes that a precondition for national and local 
ownership is a good understanding of the national context: “This includes 
understanding of the political context, as well as the wider socio-economic 
context” (ibid.). Thus, the UN DPKO sees local ownership as critical for 
the successful implementation, legitimacy, and sustainability of a peace 
processes. Two opposing views on peacebuilding and ownership can be 
identified today: (i) that peacebuilding is an activity where the interna-
tional community increasingly seeks to equip post-conflict countries with 
“ownership” of their own country’s politics, and (ii) that the only thing 
post-conflict countries gain through peacebuilding is ownership of an 
existing or given rationality of governing. In this book, I discuss these two 
views; instead of taking sides, I draw on my anthropological fieldwork and 
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anthropological explanations, focusing on institutional and taxonomical 
connections and disconnections as aspects of a franchised state.

The concept of ownership has remained vague. It is used to refer to vari-
ous things, with an apparent tension between theory and practice. As used 
in the 2005 Paris Declaration, the term can refer to control over decisions, 
development policies, strategies, and coordination of development actions 
(de Renzio et al. 2008). But it can also refer to commitment to a set of poli-
cies irrespective of the process and actors behind the making of these poli-
cies, where the central point is the local government’s commitment to 
policy as if it is their own. However, important aspects of power, decision-
making and the production of categories get lost in this perspective: what is 
needed is anthropological exploration and analysis grounded in an anthro-
pology of organizations and sovereignty. Heyman (1995) has noted the 
importance of putting power back into the anthropology of bureaucracy. 
This calls for well-founded insight into how taxonomies are made, and the 
particularities of various bureaucracies and organizations, as well as how 
bureaucracies shape political processes (Heyman 2004, p. 488). And that in 
turn requires tracing processes back and forth between the levels of hierar-
chies. With franchised states, this meant a studying-through project where I 
traced UN peacebuilding processes between Liberia and New York.

Fieldwork for this book began with a bottom-up study that involved 
traveling to Liberia in 2007. During this fieldwork, I got the strong impres-
sion that policy was being made elsewhere, perhaps in New York. But then, 
when I came to New York, this impression was turned upside down. That 
made me start thinking about what “national policy” refers to, what kind of 
phenomenon it is, what it means in the various processes in the bureaucracy. 
And did it mean to “have ownership” of something—was it commitment to 
the process, to the policy? Was it control over the decisions, the process, and 
the strategies? Or was it both these aspects? That led to my decision to pur-
sue the making of policies and to trace bureaucratic connections.

I became curious as to how ownership was used and interpreted differ-
ently at various levels, and wanted to understand how the meaning of 
ownership traveled. I started to pay attention to what people meant when 
they talked about ownership and how they could create ownership of 
something. How were the various people who were involved with peace-
building at the places I visited engaged in creating national ownership to 
international peacebuilding processes?
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ownershipping and Franchised sTaTes

The emic use of the term “ownership” offered a good point of departure 
for exploring sovereignty as a template and thereby Liberia as a franchised 
state. I started to focus more on how people created links as well as dis-
connections, taxonomies, and shared communicative platforms in their 
efforts to get other actors elsewhere to take responsibility for other parts 
of the same process. From the development buzzword “ownership,” I 
have coined the term ownershipping as an analytical tool for grasping this 
activity. I draw on ownershipping to further establish franchised states as a 
concept and an analytical framework (Fig. 1.1).

Ownershipping as an analytical concept is further explored in Chap. 2. 
Here let me simply present the key content and understanding I have put 
into this concept. I use it to capture bureaucratic or taxonomical activities 
and practices relating to how actors representing various systems establish 
common platforms and an institutional language. The shipping aspect 
points to how concepts travel and new entities come to own them.

This makes it possible to capture the making of bureaucratic taxono-
mies, the making of commitment to policies, the creation of responsibility 
for processes and how various subjectivities in this process became con-
nected and disconnected through the peacebuilding process in Liberia. 
Ownershipping serves to explicate how various meanings of words and 

Fig. 1.1 Model of franchised states
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practices were shipped up and down, back and forth within the global hier-
archy through various individual efforts to connect and make sense. It 
provides a good point of entry for understanding variations in how people 
see the world and make connections and disconnections. Douglas has 
made a similar observation:

Individuals, as they pick and choose among the analogies from nature those 
they will give credence to, are also picking and choosing at the same time 
their allies and opponents and the pattern of their future relations. 
Constituting their version of nature, they are monitoring the constitution of 
their society. In short, they are constructing a machine for thinking and 
decision-making on their own behalf. (Douglas 1986, p. 63)

In my fieldwork, I saw how efforts at creating national ownership took 
the form of pick and choose activities and as a catching-up phenomenon 
between actors, systems, and elements pertaining to the peacebuilding 
process in Liberia. I use the term catching up as a specific characteristic of 
bureaucratic entrepreneurship and as a mechanism of bureaucratization. 
Bureaucracies work through classification, and catching up refers to how 
bureaucracies define certain phenomena as important even before a 
bureaucratic language has been developed to describe them. The classifi-
cation occurs afterwards, to create cognitive stability and a communicative 
sense and domain. Catching up describes how bureaucracies work, owner-
shipping offers a good tool for exploring such phenomena analytically. In 
my empirical studies of peacebuilding processes relating to Liberia, the 
way this phenomenon was linked with the actors’ emphasis on national 
ownership served to establish connections, while excluding other poten-
tial connections.

This use of ownershipping as an analytical concept refers to an organiza-
tional, bureaucratic, and institutional phenomenon which created a social 
space where Liberian and international actors could work together, trying 
to create national ownership to the international peacebuilding strategies 
for Liberia. As this national ownership primarily involved commitment to 
policy and legitimacy to peacebuilding actions, it resulted in a  reproduction 
of Liberia’s status as a sovereign country—but it also contributed to turn-
ing the country into a franchised state. Ownershipping is thus an essential 
concept for understanding states as franchised and capturing sover-
eignty as a template for peacebuilding activities and processes. Using 
this concept analytically together with anthropological studying-through  
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fieldwork made it possible to trace how important ideas, categories, social 
spaces, policies, and taxonomies were produced and implemented.

By combining this with a perspective on Liberia’s historical trajectory, I 
could explore aspects of power and sovereignty related to how the peace-
building process in Liberia has connected with national elite interests and 
reproduced old patrimonial and clientelistic relations—thereby consoli-
dating Liberia as a franchised state

It is necessary to study sovereignty not as an attribute, but as an idea or 
a template that can be grasped through anthropological exploration of 
practices pertaining to states and state apparatuses. Ownershipping is an 
analytical perspective that can make it possible to grasp constituent prac-
tices and how they relate to ideas of sovereignty, to study notions of sov-
ereignty and how sovereignty pertains to institutionalization processes, to 
study how institutions are epiphenomena of practices. Ownershipping is 
also a perspective that makes it possible to grasp how practices and think-
ing are dependent upon terms, concepts, and institutions. This takes my 
anthropological exploration of peacebuilding beyond how practices 
related to sovereignty undermine certain forms of state practices. 
Ownershipping serves to explicate how sovereignty is organized and per-
formed through such practices, and thus leads to an understanding of the 
Liberian state as a franchised state where sovereignty is not exclusively 
associated with state actors. Further, I hold that we should focus on sov-
ereignty less as something defined by having ownership, and more as a 
template which can be studied empirically by focusing on practices in 
global institutionalization processes—like peacebuilding in Liberia.

peacebuilding and anThropology

Why should we seek to understand peacebuilding through anthropologi-
cal perspectives on organizations and sovereignty? One answer is that 
peacebuilding is an organized activity. It is transnational in scope. It is a 
human construction which in turn shapes and influences people’s lives 
across borders—sometimes through state apparatuses, sometimes bypass-
ing state apparatuses. It is performed through organizations and it 
 penetrates various forms of sovereign claims. In this way peacebuilding is 
about how larger systems and processes influence local ways of life.

Another answer is that by applying these anthropological perspectives it 
becomes possible to analyze peacebuilding without applying a state- centric 
form of exploration. We can explore how peacebuilding is an organized 
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activity geared towards creating and implementing taxonomies; we can 
trace how and where these taxonomies are being produced, and explore 
how they impact, regulate, and change local ways of life. Together, the 
two anthropological perspectives enable us to understand and trace how 
peacebuilding has effects beyond the intended and formalized ones.

Anthropological perspectives on organization concern what peace-
building actors do as part of an organization; the perspectives on sover-
eignty are more concerned with how peacebuilding affects social forms as 
a template for activities. But, as we shall see, these two perspectives are 
interconnected. Understanding peacebuilding through these perspectives 
might involve many paths. Questions that could be explored include: 
How do aspects of power and globalization as they pertain to peacebuild-
ing processes contribute to organize and orchestrate ways of life? How do 
state actors and state-like actors mobilize resources from external and 
international relations? What happens when different systems and organi-
zations meet? And how are state authorities, transnational authorities, and 
traditional authorities interconnected through peacebuilding? I do not 
propose an anthropology of peacebuilding—I merely indicate various tra-
jectories that perspectives on peacebuilding could take.

This book focuses on UN peacebuilding and the civilian dimension of 
UN peacebuilding, which means activity concerning statebuilding. During 
the Cold War, the UN Security Council was repeatedly jammed by the 
veto powers. Since then, however, statebuilding has become a global, 
multibillion- dollar industry involving large numbers of people and 
resources across the globe. It has evolved from the traditional concept of 
peacekeeping usually associated with the “Blue Helmets.” The first UN 
peacekeeping mission was established in 1948. Since then, 69 UN mis-
sions have been deployed to unstable countries and regions around the 
world. In total, these missions have involved hundreds of thousands of 
military personnel and tens of thousands of UN police and other civilian 
officials. Here it is worth noting that 57 of the total of 71 UN missions 
were deployed after 1988. Between 1989 and 1994, the UN authorized 
20 new operations, and the number of peacekeepers grew from 11,000 to 
75,000 per year. Recent decades have witnessed a remarkable growth in 
international peacebuilding.

The number of actors working on peacebuilding across the world varies 
from time to time, but in March 2017, there were in total more than 113 
000 people from 124 countries, deployed to 16 UN operations. The bud-
get from July 2016 to end June 2017 was USD 7.8 billion. In addition 
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come all the people working for NGOs, states, think tanks, and other 
international organizations, whose activities often come very close to what 
could be seen as “statebuilding.” Peacebuilding has become a globe- 
spanning activity involving substantial amounts of money and resources. 
In, for instance, Liberia and Afghanistan, the resources invested by exter-
nal actors have even exceeded the country’s gross domestic product 
(Berdal and Zaum 2013, p. 2).

With the end of the Cold War, the Security Council suddenly found 
itself able to authorize peacekeeping operations based on the estab-
lished framework: “the floodgates opened and the peacekeeping direc-
torate of the UN Secretariat became a very busy place” (Fukuyama 
2014, p. 314). Peacekeeping could evolve into peacebuilding and state-
building because the importance of institutions for sustainable peace 
and for the maintenance of international law and order was recognized. 
Anthropological analyses of the state rarely include processes pertaining 
to such international involvement in states, which is possible through 
the lens of ownershipping, although they are important when trying to 
understand it.

The study of peacebuilding has gained increasing momentum within 
the social sciences, and political science in particular. However, the aca-
demic approach to peacebuilding has been, at least partially, obscured by 
a lack of theoretical pluralism on the one hand and, on the other, by the 
difficulties of getting access to the day-to-day activities of those working 
in this field. Much of this literature concentrates on explaining why peace-
building doesn’t work, with less on how these processes and initiatives 
impact on local ways of life. Some analysts explain the failures of peace-
building projects in terms of the focus on project design or lack of 
resources. Others describe failures of statebuilding projects by noting how 
international peacebuilding operations tend to employ standardized 
approaches and statebuilding methods. Scholars have also questioned the 
practices of peacebuilding in relation to the prevailing global norms and 
the global order they claim peacebuilding serves.

These views on peacebuilding are more concerned with explaining the 
failures of peacebuilding, with less attention to the specific political, cul-
tural, or historical context of the nation-state in question. These views do 
not seem to problematize concepts of state, sovereignty, and organizations 
in the same way as anthropological perspectives are able to do.

Nevertheless, we may note a trend in studies of peacebuilding perhaps 
inspired by anthropological perspectives. Some scholars seem to have 
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found inspiration in anthropology and perhaps in a romanticized under-
standing of “ethnography” and “ethnographic authority.” In the literature 
on peacebuilding, this has resulted in “the local turn,” focusing on the 
significance of incorporating local knowledge and local agency, to improve 
peacebuilding engagement and make peacebuilding more effective. 
Nevertheless, this literature has tended to view peacebuilding as an art of 
social engineering, and has focused on improving its effectiveness and 
evaluating its activities accordingly. Inspired by the anthropologist’s per-
spective “from below,” some of these scholars have conducted semi- 
anthropological fieldwork, even long-term participant observation. But 
while the approach and method leading to the local turn in the peace-
building literature have been inspired by anthropology, the bottom-up 
approach that is being advocated nevertheless remains elusive. One reason 
may be that anthropological theory does not seem to have gained the 
same momentum as the empirical anthropological approach, together 
with the fact that most of the local-turn literature is not based on anthro-
pological long-term fieldwork.

As a result, notions of state, organization, social institution, and sover-
eignty tend to be taken for granted. Anthropological theory perspectives 
offer opportunities to problematize these aspects, providing alternative 
perspectives on peacebuilding by exploring effects in diverse topographies 
of social forms—but also by tracing how taxonomies and categories are 
produced, where they come from, how they are implemented, and their 
emergent properties.

Peacebuilding and Global Hopping

In his Global Shadows (2006), Ferguson discusses “Africa” in an explicitly 
“non- or supra-ethnographic way.” In a series of essays, he moves more 
freely across analytic and scalar levels than is usual in traditional anthropol-
ogy. He focuses on how “structural adjustments” have resulted in a “new 
sort of governance” and how “swarms of ‘nongovernmental organizations 
[…] have arisen, taking advantage of the shift in donor policies that moved 
funding for projects away from mistrusted state bureaucracies and into 
what were understood as more ‘direct’ or ‘grassroot’ channels of imple-
mentation” (Ferguson 2006, p. 38). Globalization, he argues, should be 
understood more as “global hopping” than as “flow,” as it connects and fills 
contiguous spaces by “hopping” and connecting points in a transnational 
grid or network, while excluding the space between the points (2006, 
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pp. 47–48). This represents a challenge to our understanding of globaliza-
tion: “the view from Africa challenges us to develop new, more situated 
understandings of emerging global patterns, understandings that attend 
more adequately not only to exciting new inter-connections, but also to 
the material inequalities and spatial and scalar disjunctures that such inter-
connections both depend on and, in some ways, help produce” (2006, 
p. 49). Ferguson approaches these issues through a supra-ethnographic 
angle, arguing that global integration coexists with global exclusion 
(2006, p. 41). I have employed a studying-through approach combined 
with multi-sited long-term anthropological fieldwork, tracing connections 
and disconnections similar to those Ferguson is interested in from his 
bird’s-eye view.

In a country hosting a UN peacekeeping mission, communities are 
changed because of the global connections made. The people variously 
involved in peacebuilding processes come from a wide range of back-
grounds, and are very likely to see and experience things in many different 
ways. When the peacebuilding process brings them together to find solu-
tions to problems of various kinds, encounters between the systems they 
represent also occur. Such encounters can be described as social interfaces: 
“a critical point of intersection between different lifeworlds, social fields or 
levels of social organization, where social discontinuities based upon dis-
crepancies in values, interests, knowledges and power, are most likely to be 
located” (Long 2001, p. 243). Such interfaces emerge because of discon-
tinuities in peacebuilding processes. In my fieldwork, this became appar-
ent several times at all empirical levels. The interfaces often consisted of 
multifaceted social encounters between people representing different sys-
tems or parts of systems—for instance, the UNSC, UN HQ in New York, 
the UN in Liberia, the government of Liberia, local state apparatuses, 
NGOs, consultants, civil society in Liberia, and traditional structures in 
Liberia. These social interfaces created situations where it became neces-
sary to seek common ground.

I encountered several ongoing processes where problems, challenges, 
or obstacles between differing sets of social fields were triggered by the 
changes accelerated by the peacebuilding process. In some cases, these 
discontinuities were linked by translation, negotiation, and transformation 
(see Chaps. 6 and 8). In other cases, discontinuities like disagreements, or 
systems, were ignored, and policy was simply implemented (see Chap. 5). 
Giorgio Agamben (2005) offers an approach to sovereignty focused on 
politics, negotiation, contestation, and crisis handling, and argues for an 
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empirical as opposed to a legal approach. From this perspective, sover-
eignty can best be comprehended by studying practice as embedded within 
a bigger project. Focusing on historical trajectories pertaining to the 
Liberian state (see Chap. 4), I explain how similar connections and discon-
nections are being made in Liberia, but with characteristics distinct to 
Liberia, shaped through history and through global connections.

This book is an attempt to speak in an ethnographic way about broader 
questions concerning international peacebuilding and its role in our world. 
Using the various chapters as a way of organizing my multi-sited fieldwork 
makes it possible to move across geographical spaces, scale, and analytic 
levels, to follow up on empirical clues and findings more freely than with 
the usual accounts of international organizations, institutionalization and 
global enterprises. From fieldwork observations, I turn to some more gen-
eral and abstract questions. Where Ferguson used a collection of essays to 
try out certain ways of thinking about objects (2006), I present ethno-
graphically driven chapters from different aspects as well as different geo-
graphical sites of peacebuilding.

All the chapters converge around peacebuilding as an institutionaliza-
tion process in the world, ultimately leading to the discussion of state 
formation as a global phenomenon. The focus is not as much on the tech-
nical necessities of peacebuilding, as on peacebuilding as a category 
through which social fields and worlds are shaped and structured, and 
franchised states are constituted. And, as we shall see, this category is 
socially and historically constructed, imbued with power according to 
which people shape and (re)shape their lives.

noTes

1. In 2007, UNMIL was overtaken by MONUC (United Nations Organization 
Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo) as the biggest peace-
keeping mission: MONUC increased the number of its uniformed person-
nel to 22,016 (see Security Council Resolution 1856).
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CHAPTER 2

Understanding Peacebuilding Through 
Anthropological Perspectives 

on Organizations and Sovereignty

IntroductIon

This chapter presents the theoretical underpinnings necessary to establish 
ownershipping as an analytical perspective for exploring Liberia as a fran-
chised state. It draws on several subcategories of anthropological theory, 
shedding light on important aspects and findings presented in the empiri-
cal chapters on how activities aimed at creating national ownership in 
peacebuilding processes relate to concepts of sovereignty.

Using a cross-cutting empirical focus that draws on several theory tra-
ditions in anthropology, this book traces the effects of ideas about sover-
eignty through various social systems and geographical locations. In order 
to construct the theoretical foundations for the argument about fran-
chised states, it was natural to turn to anthropological theory, with a 
studying- through approach to theory as well. This chapter juxtaposes the 
lines of selected subcategories of anthropological theory and explains my 
choices of theory. In conducting participant observation and fieldwork 
within an organization, I have drawn on anthropological perspectives on 
organizations in exploring and analyzing the findings. However, since I 
have traced the activities and policies of one organization through various 
bureaucratic levels to implementation levels and then back again, my 
work could also be said to fall within the anthropology of policy and the 
anthropology of bureaucracy. These traditions have supplied important 
theory insights, but not sufficiently exhaustive for analysis of the empirical 
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findings. In exploring the effects of an international organization’s efforts 
at restoring a war-torn country, I have also entered an empirical field con-
cerned with topics studied in development anthropology. And, since 
peacebuilding in a post-conflict country is in many ways an activity 
directed at restoring the institutions, apparatus, and infrastructure of the 
state, and because a UN peacebuilding operation cannot be deployed 
without the consent of the country in question, my empirical work also 
draws on the anthropology of the state (Fig. 2.1).

This chapter discusses the implications of these anthropological per-
spectives as they relate to ownershipping and thus how ownershipping 
serves to explicate Liberia as a franchised state. I argue that sovereignty as 
a template affects bureaucratic and institutional processes in peacebuilding 
that can be seen as leading to franchised states. Seeking to provide peace-
building processes with legitimacy and efficiency, the UN has emphasized 
the importance of creating national ownership. In Liberia, this has led to 
a range of activities that serve to link the Liberian state with the UN in a 
relation of mutual dependency. In this way, the UN shifts from being an 
epiphenomenon to a condition of possibility.

Anthropology And the unbundlIng of SovereIgnty

In the classic understanding of sovereignty, the sovereign power has abso-
lute and unrestrained power. Anthropological perspectives on sovereignty 
differ from those of political science mainly in that political science has 
tended to have a rather formalistic focus on state and sovereignty alike, 

Fig. 2.1 Understanding peacebuilding through ownershipping
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whereas anthropological perspectives focus more on how sovereignty is 
performed in practice, how sovereignty is configured, and how sover-
eignty is practiced in everyday life. Whereas political scientists have tended 
to be more concerned with de jure sovereignty and legal rights, anthro-
pologists are more concerned with de facto sovereignty, how it is per-
formed in practice.

In addition to the works of Thomas Hobbes, those of Emile Durkheim, 
Michel Foucault, and Giorgio Agamben stand out as the most influential 
on current anthropological perspectives on sovereignty. Here let me briefly 
mention some key points.

Hobbes was inspired by thinkers such as Jean Bodin, who saw sover-
eignty as the absolute power vested in the commonwealth. Hobbes is 
often credited with defining sovereignty with a focus on the imagined 
social contract between the ruler and the people. Following Hobbes and 
Bodin, political scientists have tended to view sovereignty as absolute 
power within a given territory. This understanding presupposes entities 
and boundaries, and connects sovereignty with territory, the state, and 
thus also an imagined international community of other sovereign entities. 
Many political science studies of peacebuilding employ this understanding 
of sovereignty.

There is a substantial literature on sovereignty, ranging from Hobbes 
and the absolutist state (2010[1651]), via Weber (1978) to Foucault’s 
concept of governmentality (1991a). The Westphalian concept of sover-
eignty links authority, population, and territories in specific ways and 
builds on the idea that the world can be divided into fixed territorial units 
with boundaries. Robert Jackson has noted two types of sovereignty—
negative and positive (1991). Negative sovereignty refers to how states are 
equal participants in the international system, are recognized as states by 
other states, and have exclusive authority within their own territory. 
Positive sovereignty refers to how states are able to control and govern their 
territory. According to Jackson, states that lack positive sovereignty but 
maintain their negative sovereignty are quasi-states. For Jackson, post- 
conflict Liberia could probably serve as an empirical example of a quasi- 
state. However, others have argued that describing states as quasi-states 
reflects an ethnocentric worldview that limits the perception of such states 
to unsuccessful copies of the Western state (Eriksen 2011, p. 234; Hansen 
and Stepputat 2001, p. 6). In Sovereignty: Organized Hypocrisy (1999), 
Stephen D. Krasner criticizes the traditional understanding of sovereignty 
based on territory, autonomy, recognition, and control, and argues that 
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states have never been as “sovereign” as described in the traditional litera-
ture. He lists four ways that the term “sovereignty” has been used in the 
literature. The first one is the domestic aspect of sovereignty that focuses 
on authority within the state, “the degree of control exercised by public 
entities and the organization of authority within territorial boundaries” 
(Krasner 1995, p. 118). The second component deals with the ability to 
regulate “the flow of goods, persons, and ideas across territorial boundar-
ies” (ibid.). The third component concerns “the right of certain actors to 
enter into international agreements […] Sovereign states can make trea-
ties” (ibid., p. 119). The fourth component is the “Westphalian” model, 
which Krasner describes as “an institutional arrangement for organizing 
political life that is based on territoriality and autonomy. States exist in 
specific territories. Within these territories, domestic political authorities 
are the only arbiters of legitimate behavior” (ibid.). Because the compo-
nents of sovereignty are constantly being compromised, there is no such 
thing as sovereignty: indeed, it is misleading to understand states as “inde-
pendent rational actors” because that ignores situations where rulers are 
not able to make autonomous choices. There are many international prin-
ciples that rulers must, or choose to, abide by, including “human rights, 
minority rights, democracy, communism, and fiscal responsibility. 
Therefore there has never been some golden age of the Westphalian state,” 
Krasner concludes (ibid., p. 115).

Steve Smith, who sees sovereignty as a constitutive concept, has criti-
cized Krasner’s argument. Globalization has had fundamental effects on 
world politics, he contends: “these effects impact on governance to such 
an extent that they result in the construction of new constitutive rules and 
norms” (Smith 2001, p. 212). Diffuse patterns of governance involving a 
range of actors and the blurring of boundaries are major features of the 
world today. This alters “both the identity of states, and constrain[s] their 
behavior, thereby affecting their sovereignty in terms of at least three 
(Westphalian, domestic and interdependence) of Krasner’s four senses of 
the term” (ibid.). In this situation, “states have to adapt so as to be able to 
develop strategies capable of dealing with the pressures of governance in a 
globalized world” (ibid., p. 216). However, Smith stresses, the fact that 
sovereignty is constantly being compromised does not mean that it is 
weakening or disappearing, but that the content of sovereignty is dynamic 
and changeable. Sovereignty as a concept is thus being tested from several 
angles, and recent global processes pose challenges to the understanding of 
territory and international recognition as the main attributes of sover-
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eignty. As Krasner notes, we need new institutions and the creation of 
shared sovereignty for collapsed and failing states (2004).

Albeit using various entry points, anthropologists contend the necessity 
of studying concepts of sovereignty empirically. Instead of focusing on the 
external attributes, Hansen and Stepputat propose shifting the focus 
“towards issues of internal constitution of sovereign power within states 
through the exercise of violence over bodies and populations” (2005, p. 2).

In the twentieth century, many anthropologists also took up questions 
concerning sovereignty through studies of the colonial world and how the 
concept of sovereignty was biased toward the European experience. Here 
anthropologists found, as Hansen and Stepputat put it, “a twilight zone of 
multiple, indeterminate configurations of power and authority” (2006, 
p. 8). Anthropological perspectives came to challenge the conventional 
understanding of sovereignty linked with territorial nation-states by locat-
ing and exploring the dynamics of nonstate and traditional forms of sover-
eignty (see also Hansen and Stepputat 2001, 2005).

In their edited volume African Political Systems from 1940, Meyer 
Fortes and Evans Pritchard mention several kinds of overlapping registers 
of sovereignty. They describe sovereign power as fragmented and distrib-
uted among many informal local authorities and groups rarely including 
more than a hundred people. This view does not reserve sovereignty as a 
property of the state alone but describes systems of competing forms of 
sovereignty. If applied to current peacebuilding activities, this could result 
in criticizing peacebuilding for being grounded in a Western understand-
ing of the state—and, indeed, that has been a main argument in the cri-
tique of liberal peacebuilding. But that also implies a reification of 
peacebuilding, seeing it as based on an a priori ideology and thus not 
necessary to trace. Here anthropological perspectives on organizations can 
prove useful, for instance, for tracing how taxonomies are produced and 
how organizational intentions may travel and change.

Some decades after African Political Systems was published, Michel 
Foucault (1980) argued that one had to “cut the king’s head off” to 
understand the decentralized, multiple, and complex power of the state. 
According to Foucault, the state is not a central, monolithic entity but 
manifests itself throughout society. This approach represented an attempt 
at replacing the analysis of sovereignty with governmentality. Attention 
shifted from the forms of power at their central locations to a concern with 
webs of power relations extending beyond the rules and the organization 
of these. Foucault argued that these webs of power permeated the very 
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constitutions of bodies: a phenomenon he termed “biopolitics.” However, 
as Foucault takes the Western model of the state as the model for analysis, 
his analysis does not necessarily capture more authoritarian states, or state- 
like activities—such as customary structures and secret societies, which in 
many African countries, including Liberia, assume responsibility for many 
functions normally associated with the state apparatus in the West. These 
perspectives are also important for understanding aspects of peacebuilding 
activities.

Foucault stopped short of fully connecting the juridico-institutional 
and the biopolitical models of power. Giorgio Agamben (1998) developed 
a link and his starting point is inspired by the German jurist, Carl Schmitt, 
who declared: the “sovereign is he who decides on the exception” (1985, 
p. 5). According to Agamben, analysis of the techniques of the self cannot 
be separated from the political techniques. And that is where sovereignty 
reemerges.

Many anthropologists have picked up on Agamben. The key point here 
is that sovereignty as an ontological ground of power is abandoned. As 
Hansen and Stepputat explain, it is understood as a “tentative and always 
emergent form of authority grounded in violence that is performed and 
designed to generate loyalty, fear, and legitimacy” (2006, p. 3). Applying 
such a perspective to peacebuilding entails anthropological fieldwork 
aimed at empirically identifying social processes of inclusion and exclu-
sion. Through this perspective, I hold, we can understand how peace-
builders and UN officials make new connections and disconnections 
through various projects and actions, as facilitators of claims to 
sovereignty.

Although Agamben defines the bottom line of sovereignty, he does 
not say anything about how this is played out in real life. Anthropologists 
can approach the questions raised by Agamben from a more empirical 
approach, highlighting social relations within ways of life existing under 
conditions of sovereignty. Some of these anthropological approaches 
even have their own labels—like informal sovereignties, imperial sover-
eignty, wild sovereignty, nested and outsourced sovereignty, multiple sover-
eignties, graduated sovereignty, unbundling sovereignty, chaotic forms of 
sovereignty, and selective sovereignties, each with its own distinctive way of 
pursuing an understanding of sovereignty. I am particularly interested in 
following up on the pathways represented by imperial sovereignty, infor-
mal sovereignty, wild sovereignty, unbundling sovereignty, and graduated 
sovereignty.
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Bjørn Enge Bertelsen (2009) describes how legal reforms in 
Mozambique have exposed a complex legal and political landscape rang-
ing from traditional healers and police to government bureaucrats. 
Drawing on Comaroff and Comaroff’s Law and Disorder in the Postcolony 
(2006), Bertelsen argues for the increasing relevance of an anthropology 
that can transcend the focus on state-centrism by turning to legal plural-
ism. Through empirical examples from Mozambique, he shows the need 
to incorporate cosmological, traditional, and historically sedimented 
authority structures, and concludes that it is better to talk about multiple 
sovereignties than heterogeneous states. Bertelsen uses this approach to 
explain how concepts and practices of popular justice were redefined and 
served to reorganize the spaces and domains of state order during the riots 
in 2008.

Bertelsen’s multiple sovereignties resemble Bruce Kapferer’s (2004, 
2005) description of “wild” forms of sovereignties, focused on the uncon-
trollable aspects of different sovereign forms. Wild forms of sovereignty, 
and also the “chaotic” forms of sovereignty used by for instance Jakob 
Rigi (2009), refer to political situations where there are competing forms 
of sovereignty or where there is rivalry over claims to sovereign. Drawing 
on Agamben’s perspective on sovereignty, Caroline Humphrey (2007) has 
described how transport entrepreneurs in the post-Soviet Siberian city of 
Ulan-Ude formed spontaneous and ad hoc structures of power that could 
be recognized as sovereign (2007). She refers to these as localized forms 
of sovereignty, nested within higher sovereignties—thereby demonstrat-
ing how anthropological perspectives are able to capture new and different 
aspects of sovereignty.

In their edited volume, Lars Buur and Helene Maria Kyed (2007) 
explore how traditional authority gets incorporated into the state in sev-
eral African countries through state and donor policies, and how this pro-
cess of retraditionalization produces connections and disconnections 
among various different actors. In particular, they note how this process 
entails risks for traditional leaders and their downward accountability and 
legitimacy.

Mats Utas (2009) employs another perspective on similar processes by 
applying imperial sovereignty as a starting point for analyzing violence in 
Liberia. He draws on Hardt and Negri’s (2001) version of empire, where 
political and social control is maintained by allowing and creating disorder 
and chaos in the fringe zones. This is somewhat similar to anthropological 
perspectives on bureaucracies and how they produce taxonomies, as held 
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by, for instance, Josiah Heyman (1995), only on a different scale. Heyman 
is concerned with how bureaucracies and organizations employ techniques 
of power and how official goals often mystify or obscure the real applica-
tion of organized power. This, he goes on to say, can be explored by study-
ing the interplay between bureaucratic work and societal constitution, 
how social orders bind differentiated wholes together.

Utas describes the contested sovereignty of the Liberian state during 
the civil war in the 1990s. He sees local forms of violence as means of 
control and claims that Liberia has never been in a sovereign position in 
the Hobbesian sense: its sovereignty has always been contested by various 
other sovereign bodies—states, nations, communities, self-appointed big 
men and leaders. Utas describes how international actors and shady busi-
ness activities have fueled local Liberian warlords (2009, p. 282) and uses 
this approach to analyze the current peacebuilding process in Liberia. He 
describes how the UN and other international actors are taking over state 
and civil society functions (e.g., schools, hospitals, and prisons).

Bernhard Helander takes a similar path when questioning whether 
Somalia, which is segmented by clanship, really needs a state. Restoring 
the state is a priority for international agencies and, as he says, it reflects 
“the modern world’s love affair with the concept of the sovereign state” 
(2005, p. 17). To return to the initial question, these anthropological per-
spectives can explore how the UN and the international system have a 
built-in bias toward working with state-like mechanisms, constituting 
franchised states—but, unless properly balanced, this may strengthen vio-
lent gatekeepers at the expense of civil society.

Another anthropological perspective on sovereignty is “graduated sov-
ereignty,” used by Ahiwa Ong (2000) and post-development theory to 
show flexible management of sovereignty. This perspective highlights how 
states move from being administrators of a national entity to regulators of 
diverse spaces and populations that link with global markets. This approach 
views sovereignty as a dispersed system, or in Ong’s words, as a model of 
“galactic governance” contextualized to the different mechanisms of 
global capitalism in different locations and sites in the world (2000, p. 96).

The sociologist Saskia Sassen, often mentioned by anthropologists, also 
highlights how transnational processes have reshaped previous assumptions 
on the relationship between nation-states, sovereignty and territoriality 
(1999). Because these processes have altered this relationship and reorga-
nized political power and regulatory mechanisms, sovereignty can no lon-
ger be viewed solely as something belonging to the modern state.  
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Rather, sovereignty is disentangled from the nation-state and connected to 
supranational and NGOs. To reflect this situation, Sassen suggests, we 
should speak of the “unbundling of sovereignty.” The fact that some of the 
regulatory mechanisms formerly managed by states are now handled by 
international actors does not render the nation-state irrelevant. Rather, we 
should study how they are interconnected, entangled, and franchised. That 
fits well with anthropological perspectives on organizations, particularly in 
studying how global processes such as peacebuilding are actively engaged 
in reorganizing political power and regulatory mechanisms. This perspec-
tive calls for a studying-through approach and appears particularly interest-
ing when compared with peacebuilding as a global enterprise, which brings 
us to the next topic: anthropological perspectives on organizations.

AnthropologIcAl perSpectIveS on orgAnIzAtIonS: 
outSourcIng StAte reSponSIbIlItIeS

What most characterizes organizational anthropology is perhaps that it is 
not one single, unambiguous track within the field of anthropology: there 
are several trajectories. These are concerned with the understanding of 
social forms and how they emerge from societal life, but also with how 
these forms affect and impact back on human action. Thus, they are con-
cerned with social phenomena that lie at the heart of anthropology. 
Moreover, anthropological perspectives on organizations are inspired by 
and shared with other disciplines, such as political science, sociology, and 
organizational theory.

After outlining some trajectories, I describe how anthropological per-
spectives on organizations have shifted from focusing on the inside of 
organizations to greater interest in, for instance, connections and friction, 
or how organizations are connected and entangled in other spheres of 
social life, investigating the effects of organizations at interfaces between 
other social systems and life. Then, drawing on the work of Bronislaw 
Malinowski (1984[1922]) as well as Mary Douglas (1986), I note the 
importance of combining institutionalization theory with anthropological 
perspectives on organization. This is a point also made by others, like 
Garsten and Nyqvist (2013a, b), who call for anthropological studies of 
how local ways of life are interlinked with larger systems and organiza-
tions, and how such organizations shape the world. This also makes it 
pertinent to combine anthropological perspectives on organizations and 
sovereignty.
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Although this perspective overlaps with several others, “organization” 
in anthropology has traditionally referred to something different from, for 
instance, institution, bureaucracy, and the state. But as we shall see, also 
these are part of organizational anthropology.

Classic anthropological studies of organizations include Warner and 
Mayo’s study of Western Electric’s Hawthorn Plant in the late 1920s and 
early 1930s. They were intrigued by how the informal organization dif-
fered from the formal. In 1994, Susan Wright followed up on this perspec-
tive in an edited volume that examined how anthropology could explore 
internal cultures in organizations. Together with Cris Shore, she has also 
explored how organizations exist in a constant state of organizing and 
how this process revolves around the concept of policy (1997, p. 5). One 
implication of this is that anthropology can trace and describe who is 
empowered by a changing organizational culture. A more recent example 
of anthropological studies of international organizations is found in Birgit 
Muller’s (2013) edited volume on politics and policymaking in multilat-
eral organizations, exploring how people working in the UN produce 
consistent and harmonized representations. The various chapters investi-
gate “how international organizations actually do shape the world in often 
unexpected and unpredictable ways, sometimes following agendas that are 
hardly made explicit” (ibid., p. 2). Muller argues that “the gloss of har-
mony” hides the politics and global governance and overrides local gover-
nance. In their edited volume, Palaces of Hope (2017), Ronald Niezen and 
Maria Sapignoli gather key anthropological contributions to global orga-
nizations, exploring international organizations and how they are con-
fronted by the structures of international power. Palaces of Hope further 
demonstrates how international organizations are institutions loosely con-
nected through common organizational networks.

A perspective on internal aspects of organizations offers insights on the 
distinctiveness of different organizations and how organizational taxono-
mies are produced. The political scientist Michael Barnett (1999) provides 
an interesting work on UN peacebuilding from a similar perspective, 
showing how organizational discourses influence organizational decisions. 
He describes, from participant observation, how he as a consultant in the 
US delegation to the UN became part of an organizational culture where 
the UNSC did not want to call the massacre in Rwanda in 1994 “geno-
cide,” because that would demand action from the UN.

Understanding how these organizations work and their internal culture 
is a key aspect within this perspective on organizations. However, it does 
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not seek to explain organizations and how they produce effects and fric-
tion in interfaces with other social systems.

Douglas’ perspective on how institutions influence individual thoughts 
and how individuals come to share categories of thought is very useful in 
combination with the perspective on organizations and institutions. 
According to Douglas, what to be explained is how humans, by picking 
and choosing, construct patterns and machines for thinking and decision- 
making on their own behalf (Douglas 1986, p. 63).

This perspective implies a shift from studying internal aspects of orga-
nizational systems to exploring how organizations produce effects in ways 
not evident in their entirety to those working within an organization. This 
is not unlike how Malinowski (1984[1922]) described the Kula system of 
exchange as a social organization. It is difficult, if indeed possible, he said, 
for people within a given organization to have a complete overview or 
knowledge of the totality of any of their social structures. People may 
know their motives, the purposes of individual actions, and the rules of the 
game—but understanding how these, in turn, shape collective institutions 
is a task for anthropologists, Malinowski maintained. In Douglas’ view, 
this calls for an anthropological exploration of how organizations produce 
unintended consequences or emergent properties.

Thus, in studying organizations as institutions, the point is not to 
focus on the internal culture alone, but on how organizations make con-
nections and disconnections—making the study of organizations the 
study of interfaces. Peacebuilding is a transnational organizational activ-
ity that can be studied in this way: its interfaces with various social insti-
tutions are many and the effects are interesting. This is particularly 
relevant for studying statebuilding aspects relating to peacebuilding pro-
cesses, as many peacebuilding activities are geared toward making fea-
tures of various different systems recognizable to the others. This 
produces emergent properties that impact on people’s lives while it also 
shapes peacebuilding.

Douglas’ combination of institutions and organization would also open 
up for studies of peacebuilding that could follow up Wolf’s call for studies 
of how structural power enables certain kind of behavior while neglecting 
others, even making them impossible (1990). In his article “Power in 
Political Anthropology,” John Gledhill (2009) offers a review of 
 anthropological perspectives on power since the 1970s. He underlines 
how anthropology, by exploring the power behind claims to sovereignty, 
becomes engaged with fundamental global social problems, and notes 
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especially the global role of NGOs and state effects produced by nonstate 
organizations.

Another perspective sees bureaucracies as an administrative aspect of 
organizations; also here we find a long tradition of anthropological work, 
generally inspired by Max Weber. These studies gained momentum in the 
1980s and the 1990s. Notable here was the debate between Heyman, 
Handelman, and Hertzfeld on power and bureaucracy, spurred by 
Heyman’s “Putting Power in the Anthropology of Bureaucracy” (1995). 
Heyman showed how contradictions in US immigration policy produced 
bureaucratic side effects and emergent properties. Describing bureaucra-
cies as dynamic, he explained them in a cultural, political, and historical 
context.

Studying the bureaucratic aspects of peacebuilding and the power to 
produce taxonomies might lead to critique of peacebuilding as a postcolo-
nial activity. That, in turn, evokes discussions similar to Ong’s perspective 
on graduated sovereignty; or might lead to a focus on a history of extra-
version and how the recipients of peacebuilding become entangled in 
global processes, and exert resistance. Anthropological perspectives on 
bureaucracy see contradictory perspectives, emergent properties and con-
flicts are the main drivers in the evolution of bureaucracies. This is also a 
perspective employed by Nils Brunsson in his The Organization of 
Hypocrisy (2002), where he argues that organizational legitimacy is pro-
duced through conflicts rather than unity. In this way, his point is also 
quite similar to the views of Hardt and Negri (2001) on how the empire 
prospers by permitting local differences.

Another way of pursuing this perspective on peacebuilding could be to 
investigate peacebuilding as a transnational bureaucracy in the making. 
June Nash (2004) has studied what she calls “transnational civil society” 
by tracing how networks of associations have expanded the parameters of 
political engagements for marginal groups in Mexico and the Zapatista 
army of national liberation. Similarly, Ferguson and Gupta (2002), using 
empirical examples from India, note the outsourcing of responsibilities to 
nonstate transnational organizations, and how this has produced a system 
of transnational governmentality where distinctions between NGOs and 
states becomes less relevant in modern societies.

Anthropological perspectives on organization can provide fruitful ways 
of tracing how, through peacebuilding activities, some responsibilities tra-
ditionally associated with state apparatuses are outsourced to international 
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organizations, NGOs, and multinational corporations—producing fran-
chised states.

Governmentality approaches tend to focus overly on practices that con-
struct the state. anthropological perspectives on sovereignty and organiza-
tion are useful for capturing diversity and competing social forms and 
power. Here it is relevant to note Wolf’s call for studying structural power 
in order to explore what organizes and orchestrates claims to power in 
these other settings. In this way, production of taxonomies and categories 
becomes rewarding when studying peacebuilding. The combination of 
anthropological perspectives on sovereignty and organizations has much 
to offer here.

Anthropology of power And the ShApIng of StAte 
formAtIonS

My approach has involved studying how practices become institutional-
ized and how they arise and change through interactions. By describing 
how actors at all levels have influenced the process, I show how power 
exists and is produced across levels and contexts. Power is understood here 
as something relational, as part of relationships—as opposed to the classi-
cal sociological monolithic understanding of the term. Berger and 
Luckmann (1979, pp. 70–71) have shown how “all human activity is sub-
ject to habitualization [and how this] provides the direction and the spe-
cialization of activity that is lacking in man’s biological equipment.” 
Further, they describe how habitualization constitutes a platform for 
human activity by providing accountability and stability to social life, 
which, in turn, “opens up a foreground for deliberation and innovation” 
(p. 71). Where shared habitualized actions form a reciprocal typification, 
institutionalization occurs. This implies that institutions are built up over 
time; and, since they are products of their specific history, knowing their 
historical trajectory is relevant for understanding them and aspects of 
power pertaining to institutions. Because institutions provide predefined 
ways of acting, they channel social activities in certain ways, while elimi-
nating other theoretically possible ways. Social activities that become insti-
tutionalized are also put under social control (Berger and Luckmann 
1979, p. 73). This, in turn, indicates that aspects of power—as implied in 
social relations, social processes, meaning and knowledge—help to consti-
tute certain versions, while discrediting others.
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For such institutions to work, these versions must be treated as unques-
tionable, even sacred (Durkheim 2001; Rappaport 1979). However, such 
unquestionable reifications are not carved in stone. They require continu-
ous nourishment: institutions are constantly in the making (Berger and 
Luckmann 1979).

In my fieldwork, I saw how efforts at creating national ownership took 
the form of pick and choose activities and as a catching-up phenomenon 
involving various actors, systems, and elements of the peacebuilding pro-
cess in Liberia. Taking the implications of Berger and Luckmann’s view on 
institutions, I use the term catching up as a specific characteristic of bureau-
cratic entrepreneurship and as a mechanism of bureaucratization. 
Bureaucracies work through classification, and catching up refers to how 
bureaucracies define certain things as important even before a bureau-
cratic language has been developed to describe them. Classification occurs 
afterward, to create cognitive stability and a communicative sense and 
domain. Catching up describes how bureaucracies work; ownershipping 
provides a tool for exploring such bureaucratic processes analytically. In 
my empirical studies of peacebuilding processes relating to Liberia, the 
way these bureaucratic processes were linked with the actors’ emphasis on 
national ownership revealed an asymmetry. This asymmetry involved sov-
ereignty as a governmentalized template for peacebuilding activities and 
connected systems and processes while other potential connections were 
sorted out.

Anthropologists are increasingly studying complex societies. Or “if 
the focus is on a small-scale society, their interconnectedness with large- 
scale society and, ultimately, the global system is nearly always empha-
sized” (Hylland Eriksen 2010, pp.  201–202). Halvard Vike (2012) 
acknowledges the danger of various pitfalls in attempting to grasp com-
plex social fields and large-scale patterns. Among the immediate chal-
lenges he notes are the degree of precision and the difficulties in achieving 
a satisfactory level of comparison. However, where something is lost, 
other things are often gained: as Vike points out, anthropology may 
prove to have a useful set of tools that can help generate new sets of aca-
demic  questions to empirical fields such as variations of state formations 
(2012, p. 142).1

Building on fieldwork in Liberia, I analyze such modifying forces and 
patterns through ownershipping. As explained, the concept of ownership-
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ping is employed to capture bureaucratic or taxonomical catching-up 
activities and practices relating to how actors establish shared common 
platforms and an institutional language with UN bureaucrats, officials and 
international organizations. The people working at UN HQ in New York 
appeared to be the hub of these catching-up practices.

In many ways, this connects with the approach of Eric Wolf (1990, 
p.  591), who has urged us to understand organization as process. In 
exploring “the flow of action,” he focuses on “structural power” and on 
how power “organizes and orchestrates the settings themselves, and that 
specifies the distribution and direction of energy flows.” Wolf draws on 
Foucault’s concept of power as the ability “to govern” and structure 
fields of action (Wolf 1990, p. 586). Where Foucault’s focus on power 
drew attention toward how consciousness could be governed, Wolf is 
more concerned with “power that structures the political economy” 
(p. 587). He is particularly interested in how structural power enables 
certain kinds of behavior while neglecting others, even making them 
impossible. This point is especially pertinent to the study of sovereignty 
as a template and to the making of connections and disconnections in 
institutionalization processes such as peacebuilding. Therefore, I include 
Wolf’s fourth mode as one aspect of ownershipping as an analytical 
perspective.

Here we may note Wolf’s statement: “[the] cultural assertion that the 
world is shaped in this way and not in some other way has to be repeated 
and enacted” in order to constitute its maintenance (1990, p.  593). 
Sensitivity to this aspect makes it necessary to include a perspective on 
historical institutionalization.

hIStorIcAl InStItutIonAlIzAtIon 
And the pArtIculArItIeS of StAte formAtIonS

Historically shaped social patterns, state structures, and bureaucracy meet 
current international peacebuilding initiatives and cause friction. These 
encounters can be described as interfaces involving different systems. 
Because this interface is shaped through historical and political contexts 
it must be understood through the specific historical trajectory and how 
this relates to the current political context. As a corollary, I employ own-
ershipping as an analytical concept for grasping the particularities of  
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the peacebuilding process in Liberia with a perspective on historical 
institutionalization.

Anthropology as an academic discipline has occasionally been the sub-
ject of discussions on the value of combining diachronic and synchronic 
studies. In particular, Fredrik Barth’s (1959) critique of structural func-
tionalism spurred such a debate. Barth described the political system of 
Swat (in North Pakistan) in different terms, arguing that calculated indi-
vidual self-interests and decisions were central to the political experience 
as a balanced and synchronic system of authority there. Talal Asad (1972), 
Ahmed (1976), Dupree et al. (1977) and Michael Meeker (1980) have 
criticized Barth’s analysis of political leadership and organization among 
the Swat Pathans for not including a diachronic perspective. Further, 
Barth’s focus on calculated self-interest has been criticized as a product of 
a Western political perspective that captures only parts of the picture. 
Thus, according to Meeker, Barth had failed to “place the problem of 
force and coercion in a proper historical perspective” (1980, p. 685). In 
addition to a historically oriented anthropology, we also need to trace 
international connections. International organizations, I maintain, repre-
sent an important addition to this debate.

Others have also promoted combining diachronic and synchronic anal-
ysis or a historically oriented approach to understanding the state. 
Mahmood Mamdani (1996) draws on continuities between the colonial 
and the postcolonial state in exploring democratization in Africa, as do 
Comaroff and Comaroff (1991, 1997) in describing hybrid cultural forms 
and modernity in South Africa. Marshall Sahlins (2004) combines reflex-
ive anthropology with critical history in explaining cultural order and his-
torical contingency. Also central are the contributions of Charles Tilly 
(1984, 1995, 1998, 2004, 2005) and Stein Rokkan (1975, 1982, 1987) 
and Michael Mann (1993), with their focus on historical institutionalism 
in studying and explaining change and variation in European states com-
paratively. Gianfranco Poggi (1990), Apostolis Papakostas (2001), and 
Gøran Therborn (1978) highlight the importance of temporality and con-
tingency as the key to understanding the organization of states. More 
recently, Fukuyama has followed an historical approach to state formation 
and institutionalization (2011, 2014). Iver B. Neumann (2011) draws on 
Durkheim’s predictions of the increasing interface between state and soci-
ety, with the accompanying need to study everyday practices in combina-
tion with historical trajectories. This means that anthropologists must 
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study the state, in order to maintain the position of the discipline in the 
study of everyday practices (2011, p. 80).

Fukuyama also highlights temporality and how states evolve toward 
liberal democracy, or, as he puts it, toward “getting to Denmark” (2011, 
p. 14). Here “Denmark” is not meant literally, but as a symbol of a pros-
perous, secure, and well-governed society with a low level of corruption. 
In The End of History and the Last Man (1992), Fukuyama claimed that, 
with the fall of communism and the rise of democracy, the train of history 
had reached its end station. This universalistic teleological view of world 
history implies that any country—regardless of its history, traditions and 
culture—is free to develop whatever model it wants, with “Denmark” as 
the top end of the evolution. Then, during the 1990s and the first decades 
of the new millennium, democracy experienced various setbacks, and crit-
ics of Fukuyama took this as evidence of limitations in his analysis. In his 
The Origin of Political Order (2011) and the follow-up volume Political 
Order and Political Decay (2014), Fukuyama offers a comprehensive 
response to his critics, describing the building blocks or trajectories toward 
liberal democracy taken by various states over the past 4000 years. With 
these contributions, he enters the tradition of the historically oriented 
approach to institutionalizations and state formation. Fukuyama maintains 
that transferring modern institutions to developing countries or other 
societies can succeed only as long as the transfer is anchored in these coun-
tries’ own context as regards existing rules and the political forces support-
ing these rules. Applying a historical approach, he offers an empirically 
based alternative to theories of state formation, while retaining his teleo-
logical approach.

Whereas Fukuyama celebrates sociobiology or an evolutionary biology 
as an entry point for explaining the formation of political institutions, 
anthropologists have sought to progress beyond such teleological, norma-
tive, and Eurocentric approaches to state formation and  institutionalization 
of political systems. States have too often been studied without the histori-
cal, conceptual, and political context. This lack of contextualization ignores 
important aspects of connections and disconnections in the historical tra-
jectories of states. Krohn-Hansen and Nustad stress the need to place state 
formation within a conceptual framework, as that “enables us to grasp the 
world as historical global interconnectedness—as transformations of pro-
found global structures” (2005, p. 7). They see temporality as an impor-
tant aspect of explaining state formation and call for a historically oriented 

 HISTORICAL INSTITUTIONALIZATION AND THE PARTICULARITIES OF STATE... 



40 

anthropology (see also Chakrabarty 2000; Friedman and Friedman 2008, 
2012; Vike 2012; Papakostas 2001).

Using a related argument, Krohn-Hansen and Nustad highlight the 
interconnectedness of political trajectories: “these connections have cre-
ated widely differing results in different parts of the world. Accounts of 
the modern state were never historically justified” (2005, p.  7). Igor 
Kopytoff (1987a) has provided a substantial contribution to the ethnog-
raphy of state formation in Africa. He rejects evolutionary theories and 
focuses on the particularities of state formation, and the historical trajec-
tories of social institutions in Africa, arguing for a historically oriented 
approach:

The African societies we know were all born not “in the beginning” but as 
part of a continuous and variegated process of interaction and social forma-
tion—a process that involved a local political ecology that included these 
forms as part of the conditions in which they were created and re-created. 
(1987b, p. 78)

Building further on these scholars, I argue that international organiza-
tions represent an important addition to these contributions. Although 
Krohn-Hansen and Nustad note the importance of including global and 
historical connections when studying the state, they do not mention inter-
national organizations. Such organizations have played an increasingly sig-
nificant role in the world since the early twentieth century, when the 
predecessor to the United Nations, the League of Nations, began its advo-
cacy for the rights and interests of colonized peoples. After World War II, 
the international legal framework expanded, and with the end of the Cold 
War the UNSC and the UN peacekeeping department became very busy 
indeed.

Analyzing peacebuilding through the lens of ownershipping also has 
implications for our conceptions of sovereignty, and how sovereignty is 
constituted and performed. Bartelson (2014) argues that we need a new 
understanding of sovereignty. In the academic discipline of IR, sover-
eignty has traditionally been understood as “a defining characteristic of 
the modern state and a constitutive principle of the international system, 
recent changes indicate that sovereignty has been turned into something 
granted, contingent upon its responsible exercise in accordance with the 
norms and values of an imagined international community” (Bartelson 
2014, p. 1).
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This version of sovereignty as contingent on a state’s performance in 
the international community necessarily impacts the trajectories of states, 
which I pursue empirically by tracing connections and disconnections 
(synchronically and diachronically) in Liberia. In Chap. 4, I show how 
Liberia has throughout its existence been more of a franchise than a self- 
contained entity. Such characteristics or properties of states may perhaps 
not be anchored in a new or changed international system, as Bartelson 
argues (2014, p. 5), but might be traced further back in time. In Liberia, 
elite interests and the specific historical trajectory (examined in Chap. 4) 
constituted a historical dynamic that also shaped its institutions. This, in 
turn, has created conditions for current peacebuilding and statebuilding 
activities in the country. Thus, I follow up on Shore’s call for studying 
elites “in their wider historical context; that is, as fluid and temporal enti-
ties whose powers and status rise and fall over time and in relation to 
broader economic and social changes” (Shore 2002, p. 12). Shore also 
holds that it is important to explore whether elites are “epiphenomena or 
by-products of processes determined elsewhere” (p.  12) Studying the 
reproduction and succession of elites requires attention to “kinship struc-
tures and networks as well as to the institutions for their selection and 
socialization which […] means a focus on schooling and the structures of 
elite education” (p. 13).

As I will argue, the reproduction of the elite in Liberia is closely linked 
to aspects pertaining to the reproduction of the nation’s state capacities. 
This has always involved foreign countries and international organiza-
tions. The specific way this involvement has formed a relationship between 
the elite and international actors contributes to both reproducing the 
country’s sovereignty and undermining national ownership of the state 
apparatus. Shore draws on Abner Cohen’s 1981 study of elites in Sierra 
Leone to show the importance of exploring how, in order to build and 
maintain the support of subordinated groups, the elite “must convince the 
masses that its sectional interests represent the wider public or national 
interest […] it must seek to demonstrate its ‘universalistic functions’ of 
service to the public” (Shore 2002, p. 2).

The USA, and more recently UN peacebuilding operations accompa-
nied by a myriad of international organizations, has proven useful for elite 
interests in Liberia. The presence of the international community in 
Liberia is credited to the government, and the government of Liberia is 
intertwined with elite interests. In Chap. 4, I focus on how the historical 
trajectory has created preconditions that favor elite interests. This approach 
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implies a perspective that includes historical contingency as well as how 
current action contributes to (re)shaping history. To understand how 
peacebuilding affects today’s Liberia, we must include the existing social 
institutions these peacebuilding institutions are struggling to connect with 
or disconnect from.

Although not specifically interested in historical institutionalization, 
Douglas (1986) sees institutions as being built through the process of giv-
ing ideas and thoughts common ground by proving their legitimacy and 
involving ethical principles, thereby influencing the extent to which think-
ing is determined by institutions. This indicates the necessity of including 
a historically oriented approach. In my work, this made it possible to see 
how Liberian elite interests find common ground with the interests of 
those representing the international peacebuilding operation. The peace-
building process nurtures the reproduction of elite interests as well as the 
interests of the international actors and the UN, as they gain from build-
ing on one another—thereby constituting Liberia as a franchised state (see 
Chaps. 4 and 6 on rule-of-law reforms and customary structures in 
Liberia).

Different kinds of institutions will allow for different kinds of thoughts. 
This process results in the reification of important aspects and goals for the 
institution. As we will see, the reification of peacebuilding makes it possi-
ble for individuals working for, or in connection with, the UN to act 
within this system; further, this process serves to connect certain interests 
while disconnecting other, more customary, structures. This argument 
draws on the work of Douglas: “the thing to be explained is how institu-
tions ever start to stabilize. To become stable means settling into some 
recognizable shape” (1986, p. 111). This point is particularly relevant in 
studying statebuilding aspects concerning the peacebuilding process in 
Liberia. Many of the activities I describe in the empirical chapters are pro-
cesses geared toward making aspects from various different systems recog-
nizable to each other (see Chap. 7 in particular).

From an anthropological perspective, the study of institutions is rele-
vant because, as noted by Herzfeld (1992, p. 68), “we try to gain access to 
the motives and achievements of those who do the reifying. Work on the 
outer forms of classification should not obscure their liability, but should 
illustrate this as an aspect of social practice.” Explaining the becoming and 
the emerging of something is a typical post-structural activity. Instead of 
delving into the origins of how the UN started to stabilize in the immedi-
ate aftermath of World War II, however, I focus on the historical trajectory 
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and contingency of Liberia. That being said, my interest in the peacebuild-
ing process in Liberia includes exploring how the UN, as an institution, is 
constantly in the making—not by measuring its outputs, failures, or suc-
cesses, but by investigating the institutionalization aspects of the peace-
keeping part of the world organization.

These institutional activities, I hold, are geared toward maintaining an 
international system based on certain ideas about sovereignty. In exploring 
sovereignty, I do not view the international system as something fixed but 
as something which must be constantly negotiated and maintained, or 
which is in a constant process of institutionalization. Peacebuilding in 
Liberia is one example of such activity. This point is central to concepts of 
sovereignty and how the UN peacebuilding department is involved also in 
bureaucratic activities that contribute to maintaining an international sys-
tem based on sovereign states. Here I concur with Bartelson (2014, p. 5): 
the state is a franchise more than a self-contained entity.

Viewing the peacebuilding process in Liberia as it has unfolded in 
encounters between Liberia, the UN, and other actors made it possible to 
comprehend practices of sovereignty as it relates to the peacebuilding 
architecture. Thus, a historically oriented approach—combined with 
empirical studies of the administrative mechanisms of the state, the bureau-
cracy, and the making of policy—offers a useful entry point for studying 
practices relating to sovereignty. However, because our ideas about sover-
eignty are so closely connected with the state, a brief discussion and out-
line of the anthropology of the state is in order here.

peAcebuIldIng And Anthropology of the StAte

Because much of the literature about peacebuildings tends to portray the 
statebuilding aspect of peacebuilding through a perspective based on ideas 
about liberal peace, I begin this section with a brief account of liberal 
peace, describing some of the deficiencies and the implications of these 
ideas. I then turn to anthropological concepts of the state and how they 
can reveal hitherto less-studied aspects of peacebuilding.

Liberal Peace and Peacebuilding

When the UNSC is notified of a threat to international peace and security, 
its response (when politically possible) may be to deploy a peacekeeping 
mission to the country or region in question. In addition to the military 
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component of the peacekeeping mission, a civilian component intended to 
focus largely on the restoration of the state apparatus may be deployed. 
Practitioners see this as the “peacebuilding component” of peacekeeping. 
Since the early 1990s including such a component has become increas-
ingly common in UN missions to post-conflict countries.

Scholars who focus on liberal peacebuilding tend to claim that, when 
engaging with statebuilding, international peacebuilding policies are based 
on an institutionalist view of the state (see Ghani and Lockhart 2008; Call 
2008, p. 7). This has been developed from the more classical view of lib-
eral peace highlighting relations between (not within) countries, and 
whether democracy prevents countries from going to war with other dem-
ocratic countries (see Kant 2003; Doyle 1983; Spiro 1994). This idea, 
many claim, has been developed and incorporated into UN peacebuilding 
operations and the concern with institution-building. The peacebuilding 
apparatus then focuses on states as institutions, aiming to (re)build states 
by creating Weberian bureaucracies. In turn, statebuilding activities con-
nected to UN peacebuilding are geared toward building capacity and 
strengthening the institutions of the state—primarily through training, 
reforms, financial support, and deploying international experts to national 
state institutions. Some analysts within this school of thought explain 
failed statebuilding projects in terms of their focus on project design or 
lack of resources (Ghani and Lockhart 2008; Paris 2004). Others (e.g., 
Autesserre 2005, 2010; Richmond 2009) describe the failures of state-
building projects by reference to how international peacebuilding opera-
tions tend to employ standardized approaches and statebuilding methods. 
Researchers like Alex Bellamy and Paul Williams (2005, 2010), Oliver 
P. Richmond (2011), Roland Paris (2002, 2009, 2010) and Michael Pugh 
(2004) have questioned the practices of peacebuilding in relation to the 
prevailing global norms and the global order that peacebuilding serves. 
(For an overview, see also Center on International Cooperation 2005.)

While many of these scholars claim that liberal peacebuilding is a rela-
tively new enterprise that has gained pace since the turn of the new millen-
nium, others hold that this has been the focus of the UN since its first 
peacekeeping operation with a significant military contribution was 
deployed in the Congo in 1960 (Orford 2011). Scholars such as David 
Chandler claim that international and domestic-level actors and their 
depoliticized view of statebuilding act to shape the politics of statebuild-
ing. Stein Sundstøl Eriksen, building on Chandler, stresses the importance 
of examining aspects of statebuilding pertaining to not only the state, but 
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also the society in question, and the connections between state and society 
(2011). To do this, Eriksen maintains, we must “look beyond the study of 
international relations and engage with broader analyses of the state” 
(2012, p. 4), combining a perspective on institutions with a perspective on 
the state’s ability to produce state effects, as described by Trouillot (2001, 
2003). Thus, Eriksen employs anthropological literature on the state in 
order to explain what statebuilding actually means.

I will return to Trouillot and state effects, but first a few words about 
the trajectory of the literature on the anthropology of the state. These 
scholars hold that peacebuilding tends to be flavored by dominant ideolo-
gies; by contrast, I employ the lens of ownershipping to see how peace-
building happens by investigating practices and framing the issue as an 
epistemic field extending across significant geographical distances.

Anthropology of the State

A common misconception in current anthropology has been to regard the 
anthropology of the state as a latecomer to the academic debate. Influenced 
by classic works like those of Weber, Marx, and Durkheim, with roots in 
the European academic context, substantial anthropological work on the 
state was produced already in the mid-twentieth century: here we may 
note Radcliffe-Brown (1940), Gluckman (2006), Nadel (1942), Dumont 
(1980), Wolf (1973), and Geertz (1980). In 1940, Radcliffe-Brown pro-
posed replacing the term state with government because the conventional 
concept of the state consistently referred to the bureaucratic systems gov-
erning a territory. Although grounded in a European philosophical frame, 
several of these anthropologists searched for variations of the state outside 
Europe. Kapferer and Taylor (2012) highlight Leach’s Political Systems of 
Highland Burma (1965), according him an important role in developing 
an anthropology of the state: Leach wrote about aspects of the state highly 
relevant today, such as dynamical and transformational aspects of institu-
tional orders and how state institutional orders structure a range of rela-
tions (Kapferer and Taylor 2012, p.  2). With the increasing focus on 
formations of modern states, such studies have triggered alternative ways 
of thinking about states. Western thinkers shaped the idea of a distinction 
between the state and civil society at a specific point in time. That 
Eurocentric perception of the state has proven to be biased toward the 
European experience, with its specific version of the state (Durkheim 
2001[1912]; Weber 1922; de Tocqueville 1856; Marx 1967).
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More recent literature with an empirical focus outside of Europe shows 
different state formations, as also this book does. Such perspectives are in 
line with Foucault’s writings (1991a, b) on the modern state that place the 
state/society distinction under scrutiny. As noted earlier, Foucault held 
that one had to “cut the king’s head off” to understand the decentralized, 
multiple, and complex power of the state as it manifests itself throughout 
society. Philip Abrams (1988) further rejected the view of the state as an 
opposition to society: what was needed was wider and more open approach 
to the state. And Michel-Rolph Trouillot argued: “the State power has no 
institutional fixity on either theoretical or historical grounds” (2001, 
p. 126).

Both Abrams and Trouillot have been part of a trend in anthropology 
that seeks to understand the state ethnographically, as produced through 
continuously shifting relations and practices and as shaped by power rela-
tions and the production of meaning. In his “Notes on the Difficulty of 
Studying the State,” Abrams inverts the idea of the state as a fixed, preem-
pirical institutional entity: it is the idea of the state and how this idea is articu-
lated and manifested in various contexts and effects that should be the focus 
of study (1988, p. 69). Jon Harald Sande Lie (2011) elaborates on Abrams 
and explains how the idea of the state gives legitimacy to the different gov-
ernment institutions of the state system: “These institutions, themselves 
open to anthropological analysis, constitute a set of institutional structures 
and practices under the auspices of and orchestrated by the larger whole of 
which they are part, the state” (p. 71). His main point is then “to focus on 
the effects produced as well as on who produces them” (Krohn-Hansen and 
Nustad 2005, p. 6)—a point also followed up by Bob Jessop (1990). For 
Foucault, the state is everywhere: but Abrams operates with a somewhat nar-
rower concept of the state as an object of anthropological exploration. As 
Krohn-Hansen and Nustad put it, Foucault cut off the king’s head, whereas 
Abrams replaced it with a number of smaller kings (2005, p. 6).

Trouillot (2001, 2003) has built further on both Abrams and Foucault, 
claiming (with Foucault) that state power should be seen as decentralized 
and fluid. Jessop (1990) Scott (1998) and Trouillot (2001) have contin-
ued in Abrams’ footsteps, arguing that the state must be studied through 
a focus on state effects, but they point out that these effects have been 
produced historically. In order to study the state, says Trouillot, it is neces-
sary to focus on sites where “state processes and practices are recognizable 
through their effects” (2001, p. 126). Trouillot’s idea about state effects 
has been inspired by Nicos Poulantzas’ “isolation effects” (1972). To iso-
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lation effects, Trouillot adds the identification effect, the legibility effect, 
and the spatialization effect (2001, p.  126; 2003, p.  90). In Global 
Transformation (2003), he further develops his thoughts on the state, 
holding that the state should be studied as a set of practices and processes, 
and that one way to understand these practices and processes is to examine 
the effects they produce:

we need to track down these practices, processes, and effects whether or not 
they coalesce around the central sites of national government. In the age of 
globalization state practices, functions and effects increasingly obtain in sites 
other than the national but that never fully bypass the national order. The 
challenge for anthropologists is to study these practices, functions and 
effects without prejudices about sites or forms of encounters. (Trouillot 
2003, p. 89)

Trouillot further emphasizes that the effects of states are not produced 
solely by national institutions or in governmental sites, and that globaliza-
tion has intensified this tendency: “State power is redeployed, state effects 
appear in new sites, and in almost all cases this move is one away from 
national sites to infra-, supra-, or trans-national ones. An ethnography of 
the state can and should capture these effects in these changing sites” 
(2003, p. 90).

Now that is a tall order. It requires a studying-through approach, 
where the anthropologist can trace policy as well as connections and dis-
connections across systems, bureaucracies, organizations, and levels. 
Trouillot’s identification of the legibility effect has been inspired by 
Scott’s legibility practices in Seeing Like a State (1998) and is described as 
effects produced by “the tools that enable government planning, prac-
tices ranging from the production of language and a knowledge for gov-
ernance to the elaboration of theoretical and empirical tools that classify 
and regulate collectivities” (Trouillot 2003, p. 90). When developing the 
legibility effect, Trouillot continues to lean on Scott, particularly in the 
way Scott highlighted how NGOs and international organizations are 
producing similar effects and are “at times better than states themselves” 
(Trouillot 2003, p. 90). Trouillot here explicitly refers to international 
organizations such as the UN, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
and the World Bank.2 Further, he holds that these are state-like institu-
tions and that their effects can best be grasped ethnographically in post-
colonial societies (ibid., p. 91).
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In the case of Liberia, I see these tools as part of the peacebuilding 
industry that is geared toward statebuilding. The legibility practice pro-
duces two paradoxical effects in Liberia: the reproduction of state capaci-
ties pertaining to ideas of sovereignty, combined with an undermining of 
the state, and state sovereignty by making the state apparatus into a client 
of international organizations in order to build such state capacity.

Krohn-Hansen and Nustad continue along this path, but find Jessop 
and Trouillot overly Eurocentric in their historical approach: “there is no 
reason to assume a priori that a state that is differently embedded in a 
global history will function in the same way and produce the same 
effects” (Krohn-Hansen and Nustad 2005, p. 7). This approach consti-
tutes a strong argument for the need to the study the state empirically 
through everyday practices and effects. Krohn-Hansen and Nustad pay 
considerable attention to ethnographic studies of current practices, for-
mations of meaning, and state effects. From this perspective, a state agent 
is identified, not by its “inherent characteristics, but [by] the effects that 
are produced” (p. 13). Further, state formations are understood as “out-
comes of encounters and forms of interaction: they have been shaped 
through struggles over influence, resources and meanings. Any state for-
mation that exists in reality has been produced through constant negotia-
tion ‘on the ground’” (ibid.). As such, their explorations of the state can 
be seen as a continuation of Radcliffe-Brown’s focus on replacing the 
state with government. One result has been that the state apparatus has 
not attracted scholars of the anthropology of the state. Instead, we have 
two separate disciplines: the anthropology of bureaucracy and the anthro-
pology of the state.

Focusing on “vertical encompassment” as a central feature of states, 
Ferguson and Gupta (2002, p. 982) hold that research on the state has 
focused too much on the larger scale, neglecting the everyday practices of 
bureaucrats and how these affect the populace. They argue for the impor-
tance of understanding processes that can make the state look like an 
entity that encompasses its citizens. “Vertical” in this context refers to the 
idea of the state as something above the grassroots, civil society, communi-
ties, and family. Conceptually, “encompassment” pertains to the nation, 
within ever-widening series of circles, from the family, through the local 
community, and to the international system of nation-states. According to 
Ferguson and Gupta, it is the states themselves that produce these spatial 
and vertical hierarchies through their “embeddedness in a host of mun-
dane bureaucratic practices” (p. 994). By encouraging anthropologists to 
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cut across established lines such as state/society and national/interna-
tional when studying governmental practices, Ferguson and Gupta con-
tribute to putting government and bureaucracy back into the anthropology 
of the state.

Furthermore, if states are to be studied through practices and state 
effects (as described by Jessop and Trouillot) and if we (as Abrams holds 
we should) study those who produce such effects, then we must include in 
our analyses actors entangling the state apparatus: international organiza-
tions, NGOs, other countries, and companies. Such actors are all working 
in ways that make them state-like institutions, producing state-like effects, 
blurring the lines between actors internal and external to the state system. 
Focusing on UN peacebuilding in Liberia, I found it highly relevant to 
explore how external actors to the Liberian state system were producing 
state-like effects, and how these effects were articulated and manifested 
within the Liberian state apparatus or bureaucracy.

Chapter 9, describing a UN project aimed at establishing a peace com-
mittee program in rural areas of Liberia, illustrates the concern with the 
conduct of conduct that Foucault identified as a central aspect of “govern-
mentality.” From this standpoint, it becomes possible to comprehend 
state complexity through studying bureaucracy and practices of everyday 
life. Bureaucrats have considerable influence on producing the images that 
constitute the state, and this can be studied as state effects in everyday 
encounters between local representatives of the state (Ferguson and Gupta 
2002). The empirical chapters describe how peacebuilding processes, at 
various levels, concerned the Liberian state and thereby how peacebuild-
ing activities came to resemble statebuilding activities.

Because peacebuilding processes trigger a range of state-like activities 
and effects in host countries, we can capture important perspectives on 
state complexity by studying peacebuilding activities. Many of these state 
effects are produced, not by the state, but by the UN and other external 
actors. If, then, the UN and other external actors produce effects similar 
to those identified by Abrams and Trouillot as state effects, we must ask: 
what has happened to the Liberian state? Has the UN become the state in 
Liberia? To grasp these questions empirically, we must study the effects in 
the state organization, the bureaucracy and policies. As Radcliffe-Brown 
(1940, p. xxiii) noted, the state should be understood as an idea or “a fic-
tion of the philosophers. What does exist is an organization i.e. a collec-
tion of individual humans connected by a complex system of relations.” 
These relations can be studied through anthropological fieldwork.
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Studying how external actors produce state-like effects in the Liberian 
state apparatus should then draw on Trouillot’s concern with sovereignty. 
We return to this toward the end of this chapter, but to further prepare the 
ground for ownershipping and franchised states, we need to take a brief 
look at the anthropology of bureaucracy, of policy, and of development. 
Then we can turn to the legibility practices that produce taxonomies and 
categories, which, in turn, connect and disconnect certain practices and 
spheres or sectors of the society. Because this activity in my study is closely 
linked to aspects pertaining to international organizations interests in cre-
ating ownership, I refer to it as ownershipping.

International peacebuilding, with its emphasis on national ownership, 
creates a social space where actors representing different parts of different 
systems can meet and exchange opinions. In focusing on establishing 
national ownership to the peacebuilding process, UN officials simultane-
ously turn the post-conflict country—Liberia, in this—into an object of 
governance. In this process, the UN tends to rely on the national elites. As 
a corollary, a focus on processes in state apparatuses geared toward creat-
ing national ownership shows how the peacebuilding process serves to (re)
produce state capacities. The specific relationship between the UN and the 
Liberian government also positions international actors within the state 
apparatuses, while disconnecting other groups, systems, interests, and 
parts of the Liberia nation and society—thereby undermining national 
ownership of the state.

Anthropology of bureAucrAcy

Max Weber (1922) described bureaucracy as a system that demands 
accountability. The main scholarly disagreement within this literary tradi-
tion emerges from divergent interpretations of Weber. Some hold that 
bureaucratic accountability is based upon a universal rationality; others 
holds that it is socially produced and thus culturally specific. This book 
follows the second interpretation.

Bureaucracy can be seen as the administrative aspect of organizations. 
How bureaucracies make choices, classify, and make connections and dis-
connections is of interest to anthropologists. In the 1980s and 1990s, 
anthropological studies of bureaucracy gained momentum; in 1995, 
Heyman initiated a debate with Don Handelman, Michael Herzfeld, and 
others. In his article, Heyman proposes putting power into the anthropol-
ogy of bureaucracy. The anthropology of bureaucracy, as the approach of 
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sociology and political science to bureaucracy, builds on Weber: his view 
of bureaucracies as ideal systems of modernity and rationality, and his 
focus on the internal aspects of these systems (see e.g. Weber 1922). Such 
a view, seeing modernity and rationality as typical of bureaucracies, has 
been criticized for reading Eurocentric aspects into Weber’s modernism. 
In particular, it has been contested by anthropological cross-cultural stud-
ies of bureaucracies (see Britan and Cohen 1980; Heyman 1995; 
Papakostas 2001). Gerald M.  Britan and Ronald Cohen (1980) have 
argued that the formal aspects of bureaucracies traditionally associated 
with Weberian criteria for rational organizations are likely to be influenced 
by the informal aspects. This view has also been put forward, less directly, 
by Susan Wright:

The formal system is the map of the organizational structure, job descrip-
tions, the hierarchy of decision making, the goals, rules and policies. The 
informal system is the way individuals and groups in the organization relate 
to each other, which might influence the formal system and achievement of 
the organization’s aims. (Wright 1997, p. 17)

This point is important for understanding the taxonomical aspects of 
bureaucracies as a catching-up phenomenon and the related power per-
spectives. By recognizing bureaucracy as a post hoc process, through 
catching up, the significance of classifying processes and why it is impor-
tant to study such phenomenon become clear. Here, “catching up” as an 
analytical term is useful for understanding historical contingency and 
explaining variation in social systems such as states, bureaucracies, and 
social institutions. Further, it helps to make anthropology engaged in 
redressing the Eurocentric understanding of bureaucracy.

The making/remaking of taxonomies is an essential property of 
bureaucracies, as Handelman points out: “There is no bureaucracy with-
out classification, without the invention of categories of inclusion and 
exclusion. This premise is integral to bureaucracy whether it is viewed 
from within or from without” (1995, p. 280). Herzfeld (1992, pp. 18–19) 
has described how this activity produces categories of insiders and outsid-
ers, where insiders are included and outsiders are excluded. Whereas 
Handelman and Herzfeld, according to Heyman, see bureaucracies as 
arising through history as a Hegelian Eurocentric idea, Heyman argues 
that it is important to explore “how characteristic ideas are produced and 
reproduced in societal- historical contexts” (1995, p.  263). And that 
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makes it important to explore historical trajectories of bureaucracies 
including global connections.

Through shipping stories, practices, cases, reports, research, evalua-
tions, and buzzwords up and down and back again in the bureaucratic 
hierarchy, between formal and informal levels, certain aspects of peace-
building become subjects of externalization and objectivation (Berger and 
Luckmann 1979)—or, as Handelman (1995) would put it: bureaucratic 
taxonomies get invented and made. Through the flow of knowledge and 
communication in the peacebuilding community, certain activities—but 
not all—have become reified and institutionalized parts of the UN bureau-
cracy. These activities pertain to the sovereignty of post-conflict countries. 
Thus, we may say that sovereignty, or ideas of sovereignty, constitutes 
distinct interactions between levels in an institutionalization process. Here 
it is useful to view sovereignty less as a principle and more as a template for 
practices pertaining to the state. This recalls a point made by Bartelson: 
“sovereignty can be seen neither as an inalienable right of states, nor as a 
bundle of competence integral to statehood, but rather as a set of capaci-
ties that have to be continuously produced and reproduced, if necessary 
through intervention from without” (2014, p.  84). Using a studying- 
through approach has enabled me to follow up on Heyman’s (1995) call 
for tracing where bureaucratic taxonomies come from, by pursuing pro-
cesses of taxonomies in the making. Through this exploration, I identify 
the distinctiveness of this process as a catching-up dynamic within the 
bureaucracy (see Chap. 7).

In Liberia, with activities taking place, evolving and dissolving in the 
field, policy sections at HQ found themselves constantly striving to catch 
up on these activities at the interface of different systems, in order to 
incorporate new aspects into formal levels and stipulations of the organiza-
tion. Understanding such interfaces requires both diachronic and syn-
chronic exploration. In this view, bureaucracies are anchored in their 
specific historical contexts and evolve very differently from place to place. 
In line with this, Heyman maintains that bureaucracies and bureaucratic 
side effects, or emergent properties, must be understood in their contexts. 
This approach highlights variations between different bureaucracies and 
seeks to explain their emergence in the surrounding cultural, political, and 
historical contexts (Britan and Cohen 1980; Wright 1997; Du Gay 2000; 
Papakostas 2001; Nicholson 1997, pp. 83–83).

In Liberia, as we will see in Chap. 4, the specific trajectory of the 
state and national bureaucracy has nurtured elite interests and networks 
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constituted by an ability to refer to certain historical characteristics asso-
ciated with this elite. A perspective on historical institutionalization that 
includes temporality and contingency is necessary for understanding 
bureaucracies, how they create accountability and thus the institution-
building aspects of peacebuilding in today’s Liberia.

According to Kanninen and Piiparinen (2014), international organiza-
tions have traditionally derived their power base from a “Weberian ratio-
nal-legal authority, which refers to the lack of bias, objectivity and superior 
precision of bureaucratic decision-making.” Since the early 1990s, how-
ever, a new post-Weberian bureaucratic rationality has emerged, they hold. 
This post-Weberian bureaucratic power resides in “the capacity of today’s 
IOs to ‘blend their intellectual energies’ and expertise with external actors, 
for example, civil society organizations to work in teams rather than only 
through hierarchical structures” (Kanninen and Piiparinen 2014, p. 47). 
They also show how this network-oriented way of working has given mid-
dle-level officials considerable influence on output, policy, and execution 
with their organizations. This is in line with my findings, as presented, for 
instance, in Chaps. 6–9.

We return to this later, in connection with the bureaucracy of the UN 
organization. Here let me simply establish the link between theories of 
social construction, bureaucracy, and institutionalization with the bodies 
containing these mechanisms and processes—organizations—to provide 
underpinnings and content to ownershipping as an analytical term.

Anthropology of polIcy

Many scholars have studied international policymaking, particularly within 
the discipline of IR. Also anthropologists have studied policy and policy-
making, and have already produced a substantial body of literature. As 
early as in 1966, the views of sociologists Berger and Luckmann were 
adopted by many anthropologists who chose to approach policy as a “fun-
damental ‘organizing principle’ of society which, like ‘family’, ‘nation’, 
‘class’, or ‘citizenship’, provides a way of conceptualizing and symbolizing 
social relations, and around which people live their lives and structure 
their realities” (Berger and Luckmann 1979, quoted in Shore and Wright 
2011a, p. 2).

In their Anthropology of Policy, Cris Shore and Susan Wright (1997) 
focus on policy as a governing or organizing principle in modern societies. 
Echoing Foucault, they discuss the extent to which policy as an external 
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construction is internalized and adopted, or not. Later, in Policy Worlds 
(2011), the editors (Cris Shore, Susan Wright, and Davide Pero) attempt 
to show how anthropology may provide new perspectives and new insights 
to the study of policy, global governance, and how the world is shaped. 
Policies are produced within a certain cosmology and reflect the “world” 
in which they are embedded. However, once they have come into being, 
they also have effects and consequences that may continue to change or 
create the world that they were reflecting in the first place. Instead of tak-
ing policy as something external to the actors working within a setting, the 
contributions in Anthropology of Policy view policies as being “productive, 
performative and continually contested” (Shore et al. 2011, p. 1) These 
authors are interested in studying the effects of policies and how they cre-
ate new spaces, relations, knowledge, and meaning. In this approach, poli-
cies are understood as “windows onto political processes in which actors, 
agents, concepts and technologies interact in different sites, creating and 
consolidating new rationalities of governance and regimes of knowledge 
and power” (p. 2). Shore and Wright (2011b) also offer a biography of 
policy referring to studies that have theorized policy in various ways. Arjun 
Appadurai (1986, reprinted in Shore and Wright 2011a, p. 3) approaches 
policies by comparing them with complex social lives, focusing on how 
policy interacts with its surroundings: people and institutions. For Shore 
and Wright, Bruno Latour’s term “actants” provides a useful tool for 
investigating how policies “(…) have agency; (…) shift action, and, like 
machines, (…) perform tasks and are endowed with certain competencies” 
(Shore and Wright 2011a, p. 3).

The studying-through approach proved especially useful for exploring 
the purpose of policy, and how policymaking can play a role in establishing 
connections within global processes such as peacebuilding—and how pol-
icy reflects the world in which it is embedded. At the UN Department of 
Peacekeeping Operations Policy and Best Practices Section, in the UN 
Secretariat in New York, my fieldwork involved producing UN policy and 
guidelines. These policies and guidelines were intended for UN officials 
tasked with restoring local state apparatuses in rural areas of post-conflict 
countries. Producing such policies and guidelines involved merging peace-
keeping resolutions from the UNSC with best practices from the field, 
through workshops, the digital community of practices, discussions 
between HQ and the field, HQ meetings, meetings with think-tanks and 
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research institutions, and regular Skype conversations with researchers and 
field officers—but rarely with national bureaucrats or officials.

Several interesting things happened. We produced guidelines for the 
field on, for instance, how to restore and extend state authority. While 
working on this topic, we came to realize that it was seldom one of the 
primary tasks mandated by the UNSC. In the section where I was work-
ing, we came to see there was a need to put this concern higher on the 
agenda in order to “produce language” (fieldnotes, Peacekeeping Best 
Practices and Policy section 09/10) on our activities3—to get aspects of 
field activity included in annual reports of peacekeeping as well as in 
UNSC mandates.

Analytically, this activity could be said to be part of producing bureau-
cratic taxonomies in the UN intended to strengthen policies and thereby 
direct actions in the field. Following up on the latter point made it possi-
ble to understand how the peacebuilding process in Liberia connected and 
disconnected with various groups. UN policy was in many ways the vehicle 
of ownership as articulated by the UN. By tracing the effect of such UN 
policies in Liberia, I could explore ownership as aspects articulated in 
bureaucratic processes within the UN bureaucracy and the Liberian 
national bureaucracy, particularly at interfaces between these different sys-
tems. With this approach, I could analyze peacebuilding as an ownership-
ping process, understanding the processes surrounding the making of 
taxonomies and the creation of communicative processes. In this way, the 
paradox of peacebuilding came to emerge as a process that undermines 
and reproduces sovereignty at the same time.

The concept of ownershipping draws on the anthropology of policy to 
analyze how practice may shape policy so as to maintain support, legitimacy, 
and funding from donor countries for ongoing activities. Creating connec-
tions between the bureaucratic organization of peacebuilding and its inher-
ent intentions with activities taking place on the ground results in the 
inclusion and exclusion of social groups and patterns; it constitutes the pol-
icy aspect of ownershipping as an institutionalization aspect of peacebuild-
ing. These mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion, I argue, relate to ideas 
about ownership and sovereignty as a template. The UNSC (see Chap. 5) as 
well as the policy section in the Department of Peacekeeping Operations 
(see Chap. 8) are instrumental in turning such ideas into concepts and terms 
or in equipping these ideas with a potent bureaucratic language.
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Anthropology of development

The anthropology of development has produced a growing body of litera-
ture in recent decades. This increased focus in anthropology has resulted 
in literature geared toward providing an ethnography of aid (see Gould 
2004; Escobar 1991, 1997; Mosse 2011; Lie 2011). In Cultivating 
Development (2005), David Mosse focuses on development and policy, 
questioning the very purpose of policy and the driving forces behind poli-
cymaking. He shows how development practice is shaped by the need to 
maintain relationships within organizations, rather than by policy. Mosse 
also questions whether policy might serve a completely different purpose 
than operational support to the field and the implementation level. Might 
its purpose be to gain legitimacy and political support? This point con-
nects with my analysis of peacebuilding in Liberia and how I frame the 
paradox of peacebuilding through ownershipping.

In his edited volume Adventures in Aidland: The Anthropology of 
Professionals in International Development (2011), Mosse focuses on the 
power producers in the development industry, with chapters focusing on 
the construction and distribution of global poverty, as well as the everyday 
lives of aid professionals. An overarching explorative ambition of the book 
is to investigate the crossing of activities, concepts, and knowledge between 
anthropology and policymaking. In the chapter “Alice in Aidland: a 
 seriously satirical allegory,” Raymond Apthorpe discusses professionalism 
and expertise. He asks questions about how the expertise of international 
development is produced and in which ways this knowledge penetrates the 
global system. These questions propel investigation of how power is 
invested in global policymaking and the making of ideas that can travel 
and shape the world. As the contributions to Mosse’s volume point out, 
ideas are embedded within their social contexts and social relations in 
institutions and the everyday lives of experts. The contributing authors 
explore how they “travel with undisclosed baggage, and get unraveled as 
they are translated into the different interests of social/institutional worlds 
and local politics in ways that generate complex and unintended effects” 
(2011, p. 3). Finally, it is argued that the main work of all kinds of profes-
sionals, also those in the development industry, is to sell the idea that 
change can be implemented on big, generalizable policy ideas that tran-
scend specific contexts and times.

Arturo Escobar (1997) draws a distinction between the anthropology of 
development and development anthropology. Development anthropology, 

 2 UNDERSTANDING PEACEBUILDING THROUGH ANTHROPOLOGICAL...



 57

he holds, describes the work of practitioners involved in forming, produc-
ing, and implementing development programmers, whereas the anthro-
pology of development sees the development industry as its empirical field 
and draws on this field in order to analyze and critique the development 
sector. The latter has been criticized for not offering instrumental alterna-
tives to the critique, but this criticism has been regarded as too simplistic. 
Identifying and providing alternatives should be an activity distinct from 
demonstrating why development projects do not work (see Nustad 2001). 
Much recent anthropology of development draws on Foucault and gov-
ernmentality (e.g., see Escobar 1984). This focus draws attention to “pro-
cesses by which the conduct of a population is governed: by institutions 
and agencies, including the state; by discourses, norms and identities; and 
by self-regulation, techniques for the disciplining and care for the self” 
(Ferguson and Gupta 2002, p. 989). One recent contribution in this tra-
dition is provided by Tanya Murray Li (2007), who, focusing on develop-
ment projects in Indonesia, identifies continuities between colonial period 
and present. Studying the aid architecture in Tanzania, Maia Green (2010) 
noted how the relationship between peacebuilders, civil society, and 
national elites was symbiotic, and that this pattern was replicated at the 
local level: the local state apparatus became a system of access to resources 
and opportunities for the local population.

Although focusing on the peacebuilding establishment, my study has 
many parallels with the anthropology of development, like Green’s project 
in Tanzania. However, my empirical focus is mainly on actors within the 
bureaucratic apparatuses involved with the peacebuilding processes in 
Liberia, national and local state apparatuses, as well as international orga-
nizations and NGOs. Using a studying-through approach to the UN, I 
seek to explain how intentions travel through the global system of peace-
building, getting adjusted, rearranged, and contextualized to the different 
settings in which they appear and reappear.

underStAndIng peAcebuIldIng 
through Ownershipping

In the literature concerning states like Liberia that are especially exposed 
to international organizations and donor countries, it is often pointed out 
that sovereignty may be seen as highly limited and often fictional: informal 
and customary practices reign. However, that has not been my claim. 
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Focusing on practices that have contributed to producing images of state 
spatiality, together with an emphasis on practices and sovereign frontiers 
instead of borders, I capture activities pertaining to the peacebuilding pro-
cess in Liberia with relevance to current conceptions of sovereignty. The 
focus on establishing national ownership to international peacebuilding 
processes has had considerable influence on the making of connections 
and disconnections and social institutions. When people involved in the 
peacebuilding process in Liberia worked to provide national ownership, 
they also produced effects and emergent properties. Employing owner-
shipping as an analytical approach, a study of these effects can describe 
how peacebuilding simultaneously reproduces and undermines sover-
eignty in Liberia.

This chapter has provided a theory-based background for how these 
processes can be grasped anthropologically and analytically through own-
ershipping. Describing how decisions are made in the UNSC and at the 
executive political level of the global peacebuilding process, and then 
trickle down, I will show how intentions travel. I was able to trace zones 
where aspects pertaining to sets of state capacities, values, and norms were 
negotiated—all the way back to the Council’s horseshoe table at UN HQ 
in New  York. Furthermore, the establishing of Women and Children 
Protection Sections in Liberia has shown how UNSC resolutions may 
enable donor countries to challenge traditional ways of dealing with vio-
lence and criminality. Ultimately, as we will see, the Scott Fellows in the 
Liberian ministries—by acting as brokers between different systems, and 
by defining the interface between Liberia and the international appara-
tus—showed the ambiguity and dynamic aspects of sovereignty, and thus 
why sovereignty must be studied through qualitative methods and partici-
pant observation.

My study draws on the tradition in political science that treats sover-
eignty as socially constructed (Weber 1995, 1998). One way of pursuing 
this tradition is through a focus on performativity. Here, some have held 
that we need to move beyond sovereignty as social construct, and instead 
examine how sovereignty is performed and how it is created and recreated 
in actual encounters between people. According to Timothy Mitchell 
(1991, p. 81), for instance: “a construct like the state occurs not merely as 
a subjective belief, incorporated in the thinking and action of individuals. 
[but also in] the language of legal practice, the architecture of public 
buildings, the wearing of military uniforms, or the marking out and polic-
ing of frontiers.” Through fieldwork in Liberia, focusing on Scott Fellows 
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in Liberian ministries, the construction of new police office buildings or 
the establishing of peace committees in Lofa, I have explored how prac-
tices get adapted to a globalized world, and vice versa. This has meant a 
focus on sovereignty as a template for activities that constitute a process of 
inclusion and exclusion, connections and disconnections, in turn (re)pro-
ducing Liberia as a franchised state.

noteS

1. These questions could concern identifying the forces, power, and patterns 
that modify and shape state formations.

2. For other studies of NGOs and international organizations, see, e.g., 
Hopgood (2006), Bornstein (2003), and Englund (2002).

3. “Producing language” was frequently mentioned in this department in 
combination with the need to increase the status and legitimacy of field 
activities. See Chap. 8.
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CHAPTER 3

Studying Through: People and Places

IntroductIon

The previous chapter established the concept ownershipping as an analyti-
cal approach for capturing contradictory aspects and effects of peacebuild-
ing processes. In this chapter I operationalize this conceptual approach by 
outlining the methodological framework and research design. Because of 
the differing topographies of the different sites, as well as time and resource 
constraints, some of the chapters build on short-term, intensive qualitative 
data collection, others on long-term fieldwork. I present a brief overview 
of the various stages or legs of the fieldwork and data collection, all of 
which form part of the same overarching fieldwork. The various legs of 
fieldwork are the result of my efforts to employ a studying-through 
approach (Reinhold 1994). This well-established anthropological 
approach is a way of tracing processes through and between organizations, 
tracking organizational connections and disconnections, mapping and 
analyzing key concepts, and tracing bureaucratic intentions and 
decisions.

Anthropology has typically involved long-term fieldwork and partici-
pant observation of the classic “ideal type” described by Malinowski 
(1984/1922). Anthropology differs from other disciplines because of its 
fieldwork as a distinct and specific methodology for uncovering and under-
standing. The understanding of field as pertaining to anthropology and in 
relation to fieldwork has sparked debate about anthropological locations, 
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particularly about redefining the fieldwork from the “old ideas about ter-
ritorially fixed communities and stable, localized cultures and to appre-
hend an interconnected world” (Gupta and Ferguson 1997, p. 4). This 
implies a shift of focus, from the local to an “attentiveness to social, cul-
tural, and political location and a willingness to work self-consciously at 
shifting or realigning our own location while building epistemological and 
political links with other locations” (ibid., p. 5). Although long term and 
based on participant observation, my fieldwork has not been conventional 
fieldwork like that conducted by Malinowski, but is more similar to field-
work as described by Gupta and Ferguson. Studying systems pertaining to 
peacebuilding implied a more nonlocal approach where I focused on trac-
ing connections and abstractions from concrete observations.

Concepts are important elements of methodology. This book employs 
ownershipping as a key concept deduced from my empirical findings and 
from discussions of anthropological theory perspectives of organizations 
and sovereignty that also draw on the various “anthropologies”—the 
anthropology of bureaucracy, of the state, of policy, of development, and 
of power. In gathering the empirical data necessary for the analysis, I 
employed various methods. Participant observation and long-term field-
work were followed up by interviews, observation, focus groups, meeting 
attendance, archive studies, and short-term fieldtrips to Liberia and 
New York.

Mode of InvestIgatIon

Had my fieldwork been limited to the UN Secretariat only, my data would 
have been different, and perhaps more relevant for analyzing the nitty- 
gritty micro-social processes within the bureaucracy of the UN’s 
Department of Peacekeeping Operations. Not to say that this would have 
been of without interest—but tracing connections from this fieldwork site 
to others in Liberia and to the UN Security Council enabled me to capture 
other aspects. To pursue and strengthen the validity of this research, 
multi-sited fieldwork was necessary. In this way, my choices and methods 
contributed, together with the analytical concepts and theoretical 
approaches, to turning observations into the data used in this book.

I have employed various strategies for strengthening the reliability of 
this research. Of course, the reliability of the findings hinges on my own 
role in the field and how my informants perceived me. This probably 
also influenced the kind of people and informants I met and connected 
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with, and thereby the kind of information to which I gained access. 
With the fieldwork at the UN in New York, most of my colleagues were 
of about my age, from similar educational backgrounds. Also in Liberia, 
many of the people I spoke with were similar to me in age and educa-
tion, like the Scott Fellows presented in Chap. 7. But I also met with 
people with very different backgrounds, age, and education, both in 
New York and in Liberia. Through observations of interactions made 
during participant observation in New York, I was able to test, inter-
pret, and thus gain a better contextual understanding of my earlier 
observations from Liberia. Then, returning to Liberia during and after 
New York, I could further fine-tune these interpretations and under-
standing not only of observations in Liberia but also those made during 
fieldwork in New York.

In this way, the studying-through approach and multi-sited fieldwork 
became instrumental in turning field observations into data that could 
be used for improving my analysis of the peacebuilding process in Liberia. 
Moreover, observations of interaction through participant observation 
have been complemented with interviews. All this provided a set of inter-
pretation which helped me turn observations into data. It was important 
to travel to Liberia to do interviews; likewise, to note what people in 
New York were talking about when they referred to peacebuilding. But 
it was also important to do fieldwork in New York to interpret the obser-
vations made in Liberia—not least because observations made through 
conversations are qualitatively different than those gained through expe-
rience and observation. What people do is not necessarily the same as 
what they say they do. These two qualitatively different kinds of observa-
tions need to be interpreted in relation to one another. Furthermore, the 
expectations and motivations of people in Liberia and how these indi-
viduals were positioned vis-à-vis the in-country peacebuilding process 
differed from how bureaucrats, officials, and diplomats in New  York 
were positioned. Liberians had an inherent and embodied experience of 
history and the recent conflict in their country, as well as being very dif-
ferently positioned and engaged in its future. Observing and studying 
these different positions represented potential access to various aspects 
of the peacebuilding process in Liberia. To ensure data reliability, I have 
emphasized the importance of triangulating methods, including partici-
pant observation, observation, interviews, and conversations—as well as 
reading up on the history of Liberia (see Chap. 4) and relevant anthro-
pological literature (see Chap. 2).

 MODE OF INVESTIGATION 
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While international organizations and peacebuilding as an empirical 
field have been studied and investigated from various angles, few anthro-
pologists have studied the UN system specifically by concentrating on the 
political culture surrounding policy-making, peacebuilding, and practices 
pertaining to sovereignty. Without such research, however, there is a risk 
of not seeing or understanding important parts of the organization and its 
policy-making, such as the production of knowledge and aspects of power. 
This has been recognized by researchers and parliamentarians who have 
noted the dearth of studies on parliaments and large international organi-
zations elsewhere (see Hansen 1984; Helland and Rasch 1998; Rasch and 
Rommetvedt 1999). Sociologists and anthropologists have shown how 
anthropological methodology can provide supplements crucial to a deeper 
understanding of the internal processes in parliaments and organizations 
(see Abeles 1993; Fenno 1973, 1988, 1992; Gusterson 1996; Zabusky 
1995). In Hylland Eriksen’s edited volume Globalisation: Studies in 
Anthropology, Keith Hart offers an interesting twist by asking whether 
anthropologists can study world society (Hart 2003, p. 217). Also Radcliffe- 
Brown (1957) noted this potential in anthropology. His approach was 
criticized for being unable to accommodate social change, but others have 
claimed that his view of society was more dynamic than these critics 
claimed, as Hylland Eriksen points out:

The positivism in Natural Science of Society [by Radcliffe-Brown] is com-
plemented by an acute attention to inner tensions and frictions between the 
institutions that make up a society and a conscientious examination of eth-
nographic detail. Radcliffe-Brown’s fundamental question, concerning the 
mechanisms that create stability out of a natural state of flux, remains crucial 
to contemporary anthropological theorizing. (Eriksen 2013, p. 681)

Further, my mode of investigation has been inspired by Fredrik Barth’s 
approach to motivations and the anthropological curiosity in studying 
who does what, with whom, and why. Here I am thinking especially of his 
generative model for studying variation by seeing how people are differ-
ently situated and how they make improvised choices depending on their 
own individual cosmologies and intentions (Barth 1993, p. 159). Because 
peacebuilding involves activities found within different rationalities at dif-
ferent levels and places, it cannot be understood by long-term fieldwork in 
one locality alone. A UN quick-impact project in a rural village in Liberia 
is part of something infinitely bigger than solely the actors and recipients 
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involved on the ground. It was necessary to investigate through multi- 
sited fieldwork, moving along, following people, connections, and rela-
tions across space and time.1 However, in order to grasp aspects of power 
and specificities of the peacebuilding process in Liberia, it was also neces-
sary to consider the country’s historical trajectory as well as ideas concern-
ing sovereignty.

My fieldwork involved epistemological globe-hopping, where I gath-
ered data through experiences, interviews, and participant observation, 
immersing myself in these various fields, in language as well as practices 
and engaging with the field. With the study of complex organizations, 
engaging with the field has, according to Garsten and Nyqvist (2013a, b), 
implications for how the researcher can approach the field, analyze, and 
produce knowledge about it. They also note “how the organizational con-
text influences the research process, the methodological adjustments and 
innovations that may be needed and the openings that may be entailed in 
the fieldwork in such milieux” (2013a, b, p. 1). This context implied the 
need for multi-sited fieldwork, to enable triangulation of methods and 
data. With this approach, I could capture how words, concepts, and ide-
ologies were being used and put into action, creating connections and 
links between various parts of peacebuilding processes.

Concerning the reciprocal relationship between the global and the 
local, anthropologists have argued that these are different perspectives 
on the same process, event, or point (see, for instance, Nustad 2003, 
p. 127). Studying global and local perspectives related to social pro-
cesses or phenomena thus requires methodological and theoretical tri-
angulation—for which multi-sited fieldwork is especially well suited. 
Here, the strength of anthropology lies in the long-term fieldwork and 
qualitative methodology that enable the anthropologist to trace con-
nections and also identify disconnections. In today’s world, there are 
no places that are dominant to the extent that they can rightly be called 
“global”—nor are there are any places that are self-sufficient enough 
to be called “local” (see Latour 2005, p.  204). This insight proved 
highly relevant in my study of peacebuilding: it was necessary to 
include both external and internal aspects of the field, because both 
were involved in constituting the study object. What is perceived as 
global and what is perceived as local are connected—and that entails 
studying peacebuilding as “several sites in one” (see Hannerz 2003). 
On the deconstruction of locality, Simone Abram has argued that one 
cannot explain
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the local situation without recourse to a broader field which follows the 
effects of decisions in one place through their many transformations into 
decisions at another place. It is for this reason that locating fieldwork in the 
mental space of a policy, rather than the geographical space of settlement, 
makes accessible processes of globalisation, flows of concepts, and the net-
works that span the local and the global. (2003, p. 143)

In this perspective, the relations between sites are as important as the 
relations within them. Because peacebuilding is constituted by the con-
nections between people, we can call it a “field” as defined by Hastrup: 
“for a field to emerge, we must establish connections between its constitu-
ents” (2013, p. 157). Through participant observation of peacebuilding, 
my focus has been on practice and connections, but texts at all levels have 
also been relevant, as constitutive elements for policy discourse and the 
formal system. That made it important to understand how texts were pro-
duced and applied at the various levels of peacebuilding.

MovIng along: studyIng up and studyIng through

In studying dominance, anthropologists have tended to focus on the 
“underdogs,” the dominated. However, Susan Wright and Sue Reinhold 
(2011) suggest that anthropologists should be more interested in study-
ing the perspectives of those who dominate. That could prompt questions 
including the perspectives “of those who dominate and an analysis of the 
ways in which they sustain their dominance” (ibid., p. 87). It was Laura 
Nader (1972) who coined the term studying up as a call for anthropolo-
gists to focus more on studying the colonizers rather than the colonized. 
Formulating this as a strategy to find out how networks of power work, 
she also emphasized the importance of combining studying up with study-
ing sideways and down. Nader thus stressed the need to study up via a 
“vertical slice” and called for ethnographic studies of processes of bureau-
cratization and the organization of such processes (1972, 1980). This has 
been followed up by many anthropologists, like Hannerz (2006) and par-
ticularly by Reinhold, who developed the concept of studying through as a 
“strategy which enables researchers to follow a process of contestation as 
it tracks back and forth across different sites in a policy field and over time, 
so as to reveal how a new governing discourse emerges and becomes insti-
tutionalized” (Wright and Reinhold 2011, pp.  87–88). Roberto 
J. Gonzalez and Rachel Stryker also build on Nader’s call for studying up, 
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down, and sideways while emphasizing the need to confront “some of our 
day’s biggest challenges—corporate hegemony, development thinking, 
environmental oversight, and the standardization of thought and action” 
(Gonzalez and Stryker 2014, pp. 19–20). Nader’s approach proved par-
ticularly useful in my inquiries into peacebuilding and political transforma-
tion through space and time, because it allowed for a nonsequential or a 
nonlinear perspective on organizations and policy production. The 
approach proved instrumental for developing ownershipping as an analyti-
cal term.

What I present in this book is based upon a presence in the field which 
was as close as it is possible to get without being a permanent UN diplo-
mat or official. I worked as a UN official for one year—an arrangement 
that made it possible to do participant observation within the organiza-
tion. Many sociologists and anthropologists, including Olsen (2007, 
2010), Douglas (1986), Scott (1998), Shore (2005), and Herzfeld 
(1992), have written impressively on institutions and organizations. 
However, they have not based their work on participant observation from 
within the organizations they study. Anthropologists who can study orga-
nizations from the inside, through participant observation, are better- 
positioned for writing about organizations and their emergent properties. 
Theorists like Olsen (2010) write about emergent properties, but from a 
more abstract perspective.

By moving along, tracing practice and communication processes as they 
unfold in interfaces where different cosmologies are expressed, anthro-
pologists can analyze what kinds of values different arguments represent 
and how fields are constituted. I traced ideas and social processes from 
Liberians in rural areas of the country, via Monrovia and officials working 
in various Liberian ministries as well as in international organizations also 
located in the capital, to donor countries and UN headquarters in 
New York, and then back to Liberia again.

This is what Reinhold has called “studying through” (1994, 
pp.  477–479) and Kirsten Hastrup refers to as “tracing connections” 
(2013, p. 157). Through this approach, recent anthropology has begun to 
understand scale as epistemic knowledge, with diverging perceptions on 
the same kind of knowledge. This understanding has made it possible for 
the discipline to embrace new kinds of empirical fields. The lines along 
which comparative research can be conducted are shifting, perhaps help-
ing the discipline towards a renaissance. The “social” today, when all soci-
eties are interconnected, has become an elusive frame of temporary 
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orientation. Some things are universalizing phenomena, whereas others 
remain more specific. The list of topics for comparison in anthropology 
has shifted, from matters like religion and witchcraft to, for instance, inter-
national organizations, NGO, expectations, acceleration, and climate 
change. Shore and Wright have followed up on Reinhold’s “studying 
through” by further describing the role of anthropology as a way of “trac-
ing ways in which power creates webs and relations between actors, insti-
tutions and discourses across time and space” (1997, p.  14). Studying 
transnational processes at the three different sites offered substantial com-
parative possibilities and made it possible to explore peacebuilding as a 
transnational process.

With fieldwork in three sites, the methodological approach underlying 
this book became a studying-through or “tracing connections” approach 
where I apply a focus on three very different arenas on very different levels 
to investigate how the world is connected in a global institutionalization 
process. Highlighting the multi-sited character of the studying-through 
approach, Shore and Wright see the key aspect of this methodology as 
grasping:

the interactions (and disjunctions) between different sites or levels in policy 
processes. Thus ‘studying through’ entails multi-site ethnographies, which 
trace policy connections between different organizational and everyday 
worlds. (Shore and Wright 1997, p. 14)

Using the “studying through,” I follow constitutive elements from the 
top of the organizational hierarchy in the UN Security Council via DPKO 
headquarters in New  York, to the capital and rural areas of Liberia. 
However, I also traced connections from constitutive elements formally 
outside the organization that constitute the field of peacebuilding. Because 
of the considerable differences between these sites, I continually had to 
adapt and fine-tune my presence. Doing participant observation requires 
a certain moving along, which implies a degree of tuning in with the situ-
ation. In making clear the anthropological approach to the field, Hastrup 
quotes Lee and Ingold:

Moving along implies a degree of tuning in with the situation; to participate 
is not to walk “into” but to walk “with”—where “with” implies not a face- 
to- face confrontation, but heading the same way, sharing the same vistas, 
and perhaps retreating from the same threats. (Hastrup 2013, p. 155)
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In this way, anthropology is about ways, or modes, of knowing and 
how this is interlinked with the relation between the researcher and the 
persons being researched.

scale, sItes, and fIelds

The empirical topic under study here is what anthropologists would tra-
ditionally define as large scale. In order to operationalize my studies, I 
build on this tradition which started to emerge in anthropology back in 
the 1950s. In 1954 Edmund Leach published his studies of political sys-
tems and political change in Burma, based on fieldwork focusing on large 
and multiple areas with high degrees of complexity, rather than one small-
scale location with a low degree of complexity. At about the same time, 
Fredrik Barth, who had studied and worked with Leach at the London 
School of Economics and at Cambridge, was studying the larger social 
structures, or political processes, in the Swat Valley.2 Both of these anthro-
pological studies have become widely read classics (Edmund Leach 1954; 
Fredrik Barth 1959). More recently Kirsten Hastrup has celebrated large-
scale studies, insisting that fieldwork should be “an exercise in following 
the connections that are traceable prior to any attempt at summing up the 
ingredient of the whole. This is where multi-sited dissolves. Either there 
is a traceable connection, and therefore a field, or there is not” (Hastrup 
2013, p. 157).

Peacebuilding, I argue, is such a field, but one where the disconnec-
tions or the disconnecting activities are as interesting as the connecting 
ones. Focusing on encounters or the interface between different levels in 
the institutional chain of peacebuilding, I explore different sites of the 
field where individuals were confronted with institutional complexities 
and dilemmas. The “studying-through” approach made it possible to see 
how bureaucratic or institutional patterns were being shaped through 
informal processes and actors representing different systems at different 
places and thus also emergent properties of bureaucracy. As this included 
the Liberian state apparatus and bureaucracy, the empirical exploration 
also led me to ponder anthropological conceptions of the state and 
sovereignty.

The various actors involved in peacebuilding participate with various 
properties, from a range of angles and geographical locations, with differ-
ent kinds of non-codifiable knowledge. This perspective leads into the 
anthropological debate about scale pertaining to the number of social  
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statuses in a society. Here I will argue with Hastrup, but in line with 
Grønhaug (1972), that scale “is not a matter of more or less, but of dif-
ferent points of perception. This implies that the local and the global are 
not endpoints on any absolute scale; empirically, they are enfolded in each 
other” (Hastrup 2013, p. 148). Scale does not relate to size or distance, 
according to Hastrup: “it is a function of knowledge interest and there-
fore of epistemology” (ibid.). Hastrup further embraces scale as an ana-
lytical perspective that can be used to highlight certain aspects of peoples’ 
everyday lives “Rather than providing the anthropologist with a fixed 
frame of reference, the act of scaling is a profound matter of putting a 
particular perspective to work, and of identifying the complexity of any 
detail or fragment” (ibid.). In peacebuilding, the actors come equipped 
with various properties, angles, knowledge, and so on. These intermingle 
across geographical space and contribute to the specific constitution of 
the field.

I did this by studying officials and bureaucrats and by tracing connec-
tions across different levels through anthropological fieldwork in institu-
tions, state apparatuses, and international organizations. Through 
fieldwork in different locations, I traced how people who were directly 
involved in or concerned with peacebuilding processes worked with each 
other and employed various kinds of knowledge, as well as contributing 
various kinds of knowledge-making. Understanding this analytically 
through ownershipping made it possible to analyze these activities as they 
pertained to large political processes of transition, systems of global gov-
ernance, and sovereignty.

Because peacebuilding understood as a global process stretches over 
vast geographical, temporal, and social spaces, there are different per-
ceptions of the same kind of knowledge. Nevertheless, whether in 
Manhattan, in Oslo, in Monrovia, or in a village in rural Liberia, people 
do have knowledge about, and are involved in everyday practices of, 
peacebuilding. Scale is epistemic, and peacebuilding represents one 
global dimension where it is possible to do comparison. What kinds of 
perceptions do those involved in peacebuilding have about the process, 
about what is happening, about whom to blame, and about what they 
can do? Because knowledge is anchored in people’s sociality, different 
actors’ perceptions of the epistemic knowledge are a matter of interest. 
Institutions or other governing units produce policy in order to 
guide their activities towards achieving their goals—but also in order to 
maintain support, legitimacy, and funding for ongoing activities. Thus,  
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perception, production and reproduction of policies are relevant in cali-
brating forms of peacebuilding.

Space, Place, and Location

Diffusionism is a tradition in social anthropology, rooted in Germany, which 
emphasizes the geographical spread of cultural elements and systems. Where 
an evolutionist would hold that the source of social or cultural evolvement 
lies inherent in all societies (see Spencer 1867; Tylor 2010[1871]; Frazer 
1993[1890]), a diffusionist would focus on external influences (see, for 
instance, Wolf 1982). Diffusionism, as a way of understanding cultures and 
social systems, lay dormant for much of the early twentieth century, as many 
anthropologists were occupied with mapping isolated cultures that were 
disappearing rapidly. Then, as the world became more integrated and global 
through modern means of communication, economy, and mass media, with 
increasing flows of people, goods, ideas, and money, diffusionism reap-
peared in anthropology, opening new fields for anthropological inquiry. 
The scrutiny of space and place further helped in preparing the ground.

As will be shown throughout this book, peacebuilding as a social prac-
tice enforces typical “several sites in one” phenomenon understood as 
encounters between involved people who are differently positioned in the 
field. Such sites bring to the table various ideas, intentions, experiences, 
and knowledge about peacebuilding, and may result in new arrangements. 
Peacebuilding processes involve people, organizations, groups, products, 
and services that reflect not only global standards, but local ones as well. 
This can be grasped by using ownershipping as an analytical concept. The 
universalizing forces inherent in the resolutions and mandate of the UN 
Security Council, and the particularizing forces reflected and inherent in 
national and local traditions and standards, are present at the same time. 
Thus, peacebuilding processes, propelling transnational motion, make 
transnational social spaces or sites where people representing global as well 
as local forces interact.

Thus, we can also say that peacebuilding processes contribute by pro-
ducing heterogeneity. This resembles tendencies inherent in the concept 
of “glocalization,” which describes phenomena where universalizing and 
particularizing tendencies come together (Robertson 1995)—precisely 
what unites the actors and constitutes peacebuilding as a field. And the 
fact that these actors are positioned differently also generates variations 
within the field of peacebuilding.
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access

Throughout, my aim has been to shed light on the making of organiza-
tional and bureaucratic connections. This has entailed anthropological 
enquiries in what might appear as rather boring and uninteresting formal, 
static, and transparent organizational structures. However, I share 
Nyqvist’s enthusiasm for “the endless corridors of state authorities [as] 
real hot spots, the meeting rooms of public and private organizations are 
the place to be, official documents provide intriguing reading, and people 
in business suits are the people to hang around” (2013, p. 93).

Nyqvist highlights Sweden as the place to be for such studies, but I 
would add the UN organization. There I was welcomed and generously 
granted access to people, places, documents, policies, and strategies, as 
well as workshops, meetings, and informal settings. However, it is impor-
tant to consider what I have been granted access to and where I have been. 
I have not pursued an understanding of my informants as individuals; the 
focus has been on what these people do at work as officials, bureaucrats, 
and diplomats.

Nyqvist further lists various ways of performing fieldwork in such loca-
tions (ibid., p. 99); the first ones are to “follow suit” or to “tag along” and 
“shadowing,” which implies asking permission to follow people around 
during their working hours in order to observe what they are doing. Such 
activity was part of my fieldwork, but I was generally more involved in the 
processes than as a mere tag along, since I was involved in work in the UN 
offices in New York. But rather than doing para-ethnography as described 
by Nyqvist as a collaborative ethnographic fieldwork with informants 
(ibid., p. 101), I engaged in the work of the UN officials in order to better 
understand their perspectives from their point of view. This was combined 
with something similar to what Hugh Gusterson (1997) has called poly-
morphous engagement. Such engagement is used in anthropological explo-
ration where ideal-type participant observation is difficult or even 
impossible. Gusterson coined the term “polymorphous engagement” to 
describe a way of:

interacting with informants across a number of dispersed sites, not just 
in local communities, and sometimes in virtual form; and it means collecting 
data eclectically from a disparate array of sources in many different ways. 
Polymorphous engagement preserves the pragmatic amateurism that has 
characterized anthropological research, but displaces it away from a fetishis-
tic obsession with participant observation. (1997, p. 116)
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Gusterson sees such engagement as involving combination of other 
methods, like formal interviews and document study. In my fieldwork I 
was able to conduct participant observation, combined with other meth-
ods where necessary. In order to fit in, I had to buy a few business suits 
and learn how to talk the UN language with all its abbreviations and orga-
nizational buzzwords. The learning curve was steep, and there were many 
awkward situations. On the other hand, because I was interested in my 
informants at work, it was fairly easy to know where to draw the line, how 
to know where a connection could be traced and where it could not. 
Although it was relatively easy to understand when to stop tagging along, 
my polymorphous engagement also took me to off-stage places and hap-
penings. Some of these were sorted out and rejected during the process of 
writing, while others contributed to illustrating demarcations, highlight-
ing important aspects of my explorations. When meeting new people, I 
always made it clear that I was a researcher conducting anthropological 
fieldwork. Together with the fact that I never became comfortable speak-
ing the UN language, this prevented me from being perceived as native, 
or as a UN official: I remained the anthropologist. My fieldwork can be 
divided into three sites, or the study of three interconnected fields, to 
which I now turn.

enterIng the peacebuIldIng fIeld: MultIple sItes

Fieldwork for this book ran from 2009 to 2016, but I also draw on find-
ings from research conducted prior to 2009.3 At times I was more deeply 
involved in traditional anthropological fieldwork; but throughout these 
years, I have participated and been engaged in various processes pertain-
ing to the international community and peacebuilding. Some of the time 
was spent on shorter NUPI research projects on peacebuilding; other 
periods have involved more long-term, location-based traditional anthro-
pological fieldwork based on participant observation. This experience 
has put me in a unique position for investigating peacebuilding anthro-
pologically. Additionally, as noted, I have conducted more location-
based anthropological fieldwork, which included participant observation. 
This fieldwork features throughout the book, especially in Chap. 5 on 
the UN Security Council, and Chap. 8 on the UN bureaucracy in 
New  York. Let me now present the three fieldwork sites, and how I 
adapted my methods to the various sites depending on time, resources 
and contexts.
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Site One: Liberia

There were several shorter field trips to Liberia between 2007 and 2016, 
focused on the implementation of peacebuilding activities and programs. 
On these trips I participated in workshops, seminars, and meetings and 
conducted interviews with UN officials, UN officers, and Norwegian 
police officers deployed to the country, with international and local NGOs, 
and with officials working in national ministries, all dealing with the peace-
building process in Liberia through a focus on restoring state institutions. 
Meetings varied in size, from 25 people to 2 including myself and, in 
formality, from formal meetings and interviews at executive offices in the 
UN or Liberian ministries to informal conversations over lunch or dinner 
or during long hours in helicopters or vehicles en route to various destina-
tions in the country.

I have not conducted long-term anthropological fieldwork specifically 
in Liberia per se, because my long-term fieldwork was focused on identify-
ing the links and connections between processes occurring in several dif-
ferent places. As a corollary, the data from my fieldwork stays in Liberia 
have been shaped by the methods employed—interviews, observations, 
and conversations: I do not claim to have “thick” descriptions of interac-
tion and relations in Liberia. My findings are based on what I have seen 
and what people have told me. This, in turn, has been interpreted and 
linked with the long-term anthropological fieldwork focusing on peace-
building connections and participant observations in the UN in New York. 
In Chaps. 6, 7 and 9, I use data from these fieldtrips to illustrate how vari-
ous topics related to peacebuilding are connected and disconnected in 
systematic ways. By studying processes in Liberia pertaining to Security 
Council resolutions on the peacebuilding process in Liberia, I explore not 
only institutionalization but de-institutionalization as well.

Sitting on the veranda at the Mamba Point Hotel in the Liberian capital, 
in the middle of the day, you may well get the impression that you are hav-
ing lunch with the entire international community of Monrovia4—from the 
UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General (SRSG) of the mission, 
police officers from Norway, development and humanitarian workers, poli-
ticians (also Norwegian MPs), to researchers and PhD students from uni-
versities around the world, and the people in focus in Chap. 6: the Scott 
Fellows from the USA, working in Liberian government ministries.

In general, the “thought style” is fairly well established through a set of 
common denominators: these people speak the same expat language and 
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are usually interested in the same policy processes and the same gossip. 
The veranda proved to an excellent place for getting access to and observ-
ing international actors involved in the peacebuilding process in Liberia. 
However, if I had limited my fieldwork to that hotel veranda, I might as 
well have interviewed such people in Oslo or in New York. It was essential 
to combine these observations with interviews and observations in UN 
office buildings in Monrovia and elsewhere in the country, and within 
various Monrovia ministries, as well as in villages and rural areas and in 
county state apparatuses. I needed to travel around in the country and talk 
with people who were differently positioned to the peacebuilding process 
in Liberia.

Chapter 9 focuses on rural Liberia and is based on a fieldwork con-
ducted in September and November 2011.5 This was after I had finalized 
my fieldwork at UN DPKO headquarters in New York: I now went back 
into the field, to Liberia, where I engaged people from Liberian civil soci-
ety organizations (CSOs) for consultations and focus groups. The aim was 
to get as broad a data material as possible from the rural areas of the coun-
try, as well as to include more Liberian voices. I decided to try out para- 
ethnography as a method. Including Liberian consultants and researchers 
from the University of Monrovia as well as from Liberian civil society was 
meant to help circumvent some of this difficulty, thereby contributing to 
triangulation of methods. Our research team in Liberia conducted a total 
of 80 extended interviews and 20 short interviews in four counties; Chap. 
9 draws on some of the data collected from this fieldwork.

The methods and tools used throughout the research were qualitative. 
I employed a mixed-method case approach involving three steps to fuse 
theory, method, and empirics—and to ensure the credibility of the empiri-
cal findings. First, close “engagement” with the UN in a peacebuilding 
context permitted observation of how the organization dealt with input 
and output. Second, desk studies provided an overview of the literature 
and an empirical and theoretical basis for analysis. Third, participant 
observation, semi-structured interviews, and informal discussions were 
conducted with UN officials at national and local levels; with state officials 
at national and local levels; and with representatives of CSOs and local 
populations. Focus-group discussions were held in local markets, on the 
university campus, and among rural villagers. Discussions were aimed at 
outlining key experiences and challenges of local-level peacebuilding, 
including strategies for contextualizing the mandate. I conducted inter-
views and had conversations with a broad range of people, to enable a 
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triangulated perspective on various aspects of the peacebuilding process in 
Liberia. These individuals included UN officials (Liberians and interna-
tionals); officials working for international organizations such as Oxfam, 
the Red Cross, the Norwegian Refugee Council, Save the Children, the 
Mano River Women Peace Network, the Carter Center, the American Bar 
Association, and USAID; Liberian officials working in ministries and 
county state apparatuses; Liberian taxi drivers; Liberian academics work-
ing at the University of Monrovia; police officers (Liberians and interna-
tionals); representatives of civil society groups in Liberia; correction 
officers; and prison inmates.

Accessibility challenges came mainly from traffic and infrastructure 
problems—most of the people I met with were more than willing to talk 
with me. There could be various reasons for this: coming from Norway, I 
could be confused with potential opportunities related to donor relations, 
but by always making it clear that this was an independent research proj-
ect, I lessened the chances of misunderstandings regarding my role.

These encounters helped to acquaint the team with local expectations 
and understandings of UN missions in general, and “civil affairs” in par-
ticular. Individual case studies were also explored, to supplement our data. 
The chapters on Liberia offer insights and reflections on the UN’s local- 
level peacebuilding work in Liberia from the perspective of UN officials, 
international actors, and Liberians as well.

Site Two: UN DPKO Policy and Best Practices Services

At the second site, the headquarters of the United Nations Department of 
Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) Policy and Best Practices Services 
(PBPS) in the Civil Affairs Section,6 I conducted long-term fieldwork and 
participant observation for one year, 2009/2010. I became an insider 
situated at the link between the field and the big politics between member- 
states at UN headquarters. Our job in this section was to transform resolu-
tions into practical guidance for the field and to bring accounts and best 
practices back from the field, so that the institutional concepts and politics 
of peacebuilding could be further developed and improved. Basically, this 
job involve making connections and disconnections between HQ and the 
field, and much of our work entailed providing organizational language 
on peacebuilding activities (see Chap. 7).

This fieldwork offered the opportunity to observe relations and interac-
tions within the UN bureaucracy. I was searching for aspects that could 
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help me understand how people at the various sites within the peacebuild-
ing industry managed to connect. I helped to produce guidelines and 
handbooks for the field, as well as normative frameworks, principles, and 
taxonomies; I was involved in negotiations and discussions with officials in 
the field as well as with delegates from UN member-states, for instance, at 
the annual C34 meeting for UN peacekeeping. This method gave me 
opportunities to see how UN officials developed ways of talking about 
links and connections that could shed light on questions I had started 
thinking about during earlier fieldwork on the Security Council.

I became responsible for the Civil Affairs Section’s digital Community 
of Practice, a network set up to improve contact between the field and 
headquarters. This network included a mechanism for queries, discus-
sions, and a site where best practices, cases, and dilemmas from the field 
could be posted and discussed. This enabled us at HQ to feel the pulse of 
the field, but also to provide the field with the latest updates from 
New York. Through this work, I was also able to note the bureaucratic 
connections and links between these sites, observing how words, notions, 
and concepts were producing connections and bureaucratic taxonomies.

The primary focus of my work here was on the preparation of a hand-
book for the UN’s Civil Affairs Section (published in 2011). Contributors 
to the handbook were researchers and practitioners occupied with peace-
keeping operations. This work gave me the chance to become involved in 
the day-to-day international bureaucracy and diplomacy at UN headquar-
ters. Collaboration with colleagues in the UN DPKO provided me with the 
opportunity to make observations useful for interpreting the peacebuild-
ing process in Liberia. Attending events and workshops, such as the work-
shop where heads of Civil Affairs from all the current peacebuilding 
operations were flown in to New York to discuss the new handbook for 
civil affairs officers in the field, provided data essential for interpreting and 
understanding individual choices in the organization. By participating in 
processes and meetings in connection with the annual meeting between 
the DPKO and the UN member-states (the C34) I was also able to cap-
ture bureaucratic categories and connections in the making. Applying 
anthropological methods (like participant observation) at UN headquar-
ters offered a rare opportunity for gaining a better understanding of orga-
nizational complexity, the UN, and international policy-making.

The building at 380 Madison Avenue, which housed several sections of 
the DPKO due to the renovation in the UN building on first avenue, was 
a huge structure in midtown Manhattan. The DPKO occupied several 
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floors in this building. The Policy and Best Practices Services (PBPS) and 
the Division of Policy, Evaluation and Training (DPET) were located on 
the 19th floor and arranged in a combination of office cubicles and open 
office landscapes, with people dressed in neutral business attire. During 
my stay, most of the staff in the Policy and Best Practices Services were 
working two or three to an office cubicle. My desk was in one of larger 
cubicles, with room for four or five people. The supervisor’s office was 
right across the corridor, with head of the department a few doors further 
down. Altogether, the Division of Policy, Evaluation and Training and the 
Policy and Best Practices Services employed around 30 staff members.

My fellow staff members came from all over the world, although the 
majority were from Western countries and held master’s degrees from top 
Western universities; they were in their late thirties or early forties—much 
like myself. Their degrees ranged from Masters in Law and Diplomacy, 
Political Science and International Affairs, International Development, to 
International and Public Affairs, International Relations, and Public 
Policy. Our work was very much aimed at producing bureaucratic docu-
ments and policies. Through meetings, workshops, and Skype confer-
ences with field officers, officials, researchers, and other experts, we turned 
best practices and lessons learned into concepts and terms in bureaucratic 
documents. I took part in the taxonomic work of the UN bureaucracy, 
gaining important insights into how this organization produces classifica-
tions. I took part in events modeling the everyday practices and chal-
lenges in the fields. In this way, I got to know how the UN, through 
producing taxonomies and following up with implementation (in Liberia), 
makes changes in continuous, routine ways. This engagement uniquely 
positioned me for observing and understanding the linkages between the 
field and headquarters, between realities in the field and big politics at 
UN headquarters.

Site Three: Doing Fieldwork in the UN Security Council

My third fieldwork site was the UN Security Council (UNSC). This is the 
venue where the general formal framework for the rest of the peacebuild-
ing field is authorized, through the Council’s adoption of resolutions and 
mandates. It has evolved to become the most powerful UN organ, with 
the capacity to make decisions binding on the member-states. This formal-
ized power structure is unique in international politics, as other interna-
tional organizations are more dependent on consent.
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With its focus on the overarching decision-making level, Chap. 5 on 
the UNSC is central to the analysis in this studying-through project: this is 
where the formal overarching framework is created and from where this 
framework trickles down through the rest of the organizational hierar-
chy. The relevance of the UNSC to peacebuilding is significant indeed, as 
the Council seems more occupied with peacebuilding than ever before. 
In 2012, nearly two-thirds of all its resolutions concerned threats to 
international peace and security under Chapter VII of the UN Charter. 
These resolutions were primarily concerned with the 14 peacekeeping 
operations and the 13 sanction regimes, most of them located in Africa. 
Chapter 5 of this book, focusing on the Security Council, draws on inter-
views and  conversations conducted between 2009 and 2016.7 Realizing 
that the Security Council would constitute a crucial piece of the puzzle, 
I chose to utilize data, methods, and analysis from my previous fieldwork 
(see Schia 2013), making sure to supplement and update with more 
recent data collection. Gathering data for this chapter has been a polymor-
phous engagement.

Chapter 5 discusses the overarching framework for the rest of the 
book—the decision-making arena—and explores the Security Council’s 
internal dynamics. Decisions made in the Security Council have a trickle- 
down effect on the rest of the organization, and especially on peacebuild-
ing activities, since most Council decisions concern that topic. The 
anthropological study of the diplomats, ambassadors, and bureaucrats 
served as an entry point for gaining access to these dynamics. Additionally, 
it made me curious about the rest of the organization and interested in 
following how Council decisions trickled down through the UN organiza-
tion and the bureaucratic hierarchy.

WatchIng and WonderIng

Activities at these three different sites are important elements in con-
stituting peacebuilding as a process. The UNSC provides a peacebuild-
ing process with legitimacy and defines the overarching aims and 
intentions. Those working at the headquarters of the UN’s Department 
of Peacekeeping Operations then transform these intentions into 
guidelines and policies for the field. In Liberia, these guidelines and 
policies were to be put into practice. By exploring these sites, I was 
able to see how actors at the various sites were differently positioned 
vis-à-vis the peacebuilding process. I could observe activities from 
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different parts of the same process—and, more importantly, explore 
how they were interconnected.

Because I see power as embedded in relations and in the making of 
taxonomies (see Chap. 2), my approach to the field included a focus on 
how aspects of power are shaped. Studying empirical sites through partici-
pant observation where the effects of power may be explored can provide 
a better understanding of transnational processes and peacebuilding. By 
combining this with a historically oriented anthropology, I could trace this 
not only as a process of translation but also as one of reception, accep-
tance, rejection, and resistance (see Chaps. 4, 6, 7). Theorists or analysts 
of discourse may counter this by claiming the precedence of discourse over 
practice, and argue that the discourse has a formative or definitional char-
acter on individual choice. However, Ray Kiely has noted the Achilles’ 
heel of this approach:

The conception of a constructivist discourse and its power is based on the 
assumption of Foucault’s notion of power; that power does not operate over 
and against individuals, but rather is “a machine in which everyone is 
caught”, which thus neglects the agency behind discourse. (Kiely 1999, 
p. 36)

Where Foucault focused more on structure than process, Kiely main-
tains that neglecting agency makes the concept of “power” worthless 
because it does not say anything about who distributes or uses power, or 
in what ways. Power, Kiely continues, is constituted, manifested, and artic-
ulated through interaction; and anthropologists can study this by approach-
ing power eclectically through empirical studies. In this perspective, the 
making of bureaucratic taxonomies in international organizations becomes 
a real hotspot for studying power in international politics. Through par-
ticipant observation and studying through, anthropology has a unique 
capacity for studying global processes and systems of global governance.

Cato Wadel (1991) has offered a good introduction to qualitative 
research. He focuses on inductance, highlighting the hermeneutic 
approach between problem, theory, method, and data, and pointing out 
how qualitative research may diverge from the initial project description—
largely because qualitative research is open to the possibility of multiple 
truths or answers to an issue or a question.

I embarked on this project by going to Liberia to study aspects of the 
peacebuilding process there. Failing to find what I was looking for on that 
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trip, I realized it would be necessary to trace connections of the activities 
studied in Liberia to other places, such as Oslo and Manhattan. When I 
arrived at those places and started further enquiries, I realized that the 
answers were not to be found there either, and that I would have to return 
to Liberia. In each place, divergent perceptions emerged about the kind of 
knowledge produced on peacebuilding and perceptions of national own-
ership that I sought to trace. Tracing these connections provided greater 
knowledge of peacebuilding as a field. I began to get a grasp on peace-
building by following and tracing connections to the empirical questions 
I had initially sought to investigate in Liberia.

This, I would argue, is also one of the main strengths of this project. 
Because it is ethnographically driven, I have adjusted the methodological 
approach accordingly. Combining these methods and findings with the 
use of ownershipping as an analytical concept made it possible to explore 
these as systems of global governance and political transition, without los-
ing the perspective of how they are practiced on an everyday basis by real 
people, in real life.

notes

1. For more on multi-sited ethnography, see, for instance, Marcus and Fischer 
(1999), Ulf Hannerz (2003), and Mark-Anthony Falzon (ed.) (2009).

2. As the Swat Valley region in northern Pakistan was at that time a stateless 
society, Barth demonstrated that political complexity was not something 
found solely in societies with modern states apparatuses.

3. Parts of the fieldwork on the UNSC were done in 2002.
4. Similar places are found in most post-conflict/developing countries, like the 

Ihusi Hotel in Goma in DR Congo and the Speke Resort in Munyonyo 
Kampala in Uganda.

5. Chapter 9 is based on a NUPI comparative research project on local-level 
peacebuilding in Liberia, South Sudan, and Haiti. See the three project 
reports: Diana Felix da Costa and John Karlsrud, (2012a) and (2012b), and 
Hannah Neumann and Niels Nagelhus Schia (2012). This fieldwork was 
conducted with Hannah Neumann, Felesu Swary, and Saah N’Tow and the 
Kofi Annan Centre at the University of Monrovia.

6. The UN Civil Affairs Section is a civilian component of the peacekeeping 
department. It works at the social, administrative and subnational political 
levels to facilitate the countrywide implementation of peacekeeping man-
dates and to support local populations and governments in strengthening 
conditions and structures conducive to sustainable peace. There are currently 
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around 1000 UN Civil Affairs Officers deployed to UN peacekeeping oper-
ations worldwide (UN DPKO Civil Affairs).

7. Also from earlier anthropological fieldwork conducted in 2002 (three 
months in Oslo and three months in New York). A previous version has 
been published as an article in PoLAR (Political and Legal Anthropology 
Review) (Schia 2013).

references

Abeles, Marc. 1993. Political Anthropology of a Transnational Institution: The 
European Parliament. French Politics & Society 11 (1): 1–19.

Abram, Simone. 2003. Anthropologies in Policies, Anthropologies in Places: 
Reflections on Fieldwork ‘in’ Documents and Policies. In Globalisation: Studies 
in Anthropology, ed. Thomas Hylland Eriksen, 138–157. London: Pluto Press.

Barth, Fredrik. 1959. Political Leadership among the Swat Pathans. University of 
London: Athlone Press.

———. 1993. Balinese Worlds. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.
da Costa, Diana Felix, and John Karlsrud. 2012a. UN Local Peacebuilding and 

Transition in Haiti. In Security in Practice 4. Oslo: NUPI.
———. 2012b. Moving Towards Local-level Peacebuilding? In Security in Practice 

5. Oslo: NUPI.
Douglas, Mary. 1986. How Institutions Think. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University 

Press.
Eriksen, Thomas Hylland. 2013. Radcliffe-Brown, A.R. In Theory in Social and 

Cultural Anthropology: An Encyclopedia, ed. Jon R.  McGee and Richard 
L. Warms, 678–682. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Falzon, Mark-Anthony. 2009. Multi-Sited Ethnography: Theory, Praxis and Locality 
in Contemporary Research. Burlington, VT: Ashgate.

Fenno, Richard F. 1973. Congressmen in Committees: A Comparative View. 
Boston, MA: Little, Brown.

———. 1988. The Making of a Senator: Dan Quayle. Washington, DC: CQ Press.
———. 1992. When Incumbency Fails. The Senate Career of Mark Andrew. 

Washington, DC: CQ Press.
Frazer, James. 1993[1890]. The Golden Bough. Ware (Herts): Wordsworth Press.
Garsten, Christina, and Anette Nyqvist, eds. 2013a. Organisational Anthropology: 

Doing Ethnography in and among Complex Organisations. London: Pluto Press.
———. 2013b. Entries: Engaging Organisational Worlds. In Organisational 

Anthropology, ed. Christina Garsten and Anette Nyqvist, 1–26. London: Pluto 
Press.

Gonzalez, Roberto J., and Rachael Stryker. 2014. Introduction: On Studying Up, 
Down, and Sideways: What’s at Stake? In Up Down, and Sideways—
Anthropologists Trace the Pathways of Power, ed. Rachael Stryker and Roberto 
J. Gonzalez. New York: Berghahn Books.

 3 STUDYING THROUGH: PEOPLE AND PLACES



 91

Grønhaug, Reidar. 1972. Scale and Social Organization. Scale as a Variable in the 
Analysis. Reflections Based on Field Material from Herat, Northwest Afghanistan. 
New York: Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research.

Gupta, Akhil, and James Ferguson. 1997. Anthropological Locations: Boundaries 
and Grounds of a Field Science. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Gusterson, Hugh. 1996. Nuclear Rites: A Weapons Laboratory at the End of the 
Cold War. Berkeley: University of California Press.

———. 1997. Studying Up Revisited. PoLAR: Political and Legal Anthropology 
Review 20 (1): 114–119.

Hannerz, Ulf. 2003. Several Sites in One. In Globalisation: Studies in Anthropology, 
ed. T.H. Eriksen, 18–38. London: Pluto.

———. 2006. Studying Down, Up, Sideways, Through, Backwards, Forwards, 
Away and at Home: Reflections on the Field Worries of an Expansive Discipline. 
In Locating the Field: Space, Place and Context in Anthropology, ed. Simon 
Coleman and Peter Collins, 23–41. Oxford: Berg.

Hansen, Guttorm. 1984. Der er det godt å sitte: Hverdag på Løvebakken gjennom 
hundre års parlamentarisme [On Daily Life at the Norwegian Parliament]. 
Oslo: Aschehoug.

Hart, Keith. 2003. Epilogue. In Globalisation: Studies in Anthropology, ed. 
T.H. Eriksen, 217–228. London: Pluto.

Hastrup, Kirsten. 2013. Scales of Attention in Fieldwork: Global Connections and 
Local Concerns in the Arctic. Ethnography 14 (2): 145–164.

Helland, Leif, and Bjørn Erik Rasch. 1998. Stortingets fagkomiteer. Forholdet 
mellom popularitet, arbeidsmengde og komitestørrelse. Norsk statsvitenskaplige 
tidsskrift 14 (3): 219–252.

Herzfeld, Michael. 1992. The Social Production of Indifference: Exploring the 
Symbolic Roots of Western Bureaucracy. New York: Berg.

Kiely, Ray. 1999. The Last Refuge of the Noble Savage? A Critical Assessment of 
Post-Development Theory. European Journal of Development Research 11: 
30–55.

Latour, Bruno. 2005. Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor–Network 
Theory. New York: Oxford University Press.

Leach, Edmund. 1954. Political Systems of Highland Burma: A Study in Kachin 
Social Structure. London: Athlone Press.

Malinowski, Bronislaw. 1984[1922]. Argonauts of the Western Pacific. Prospect 
Heights, IL: Waveland Press.

Marcus, George E., and Michael M.J.  Fischer. 1999. Anthropology as Cultural 
Critique: An Experimental Moment in the Human Sciences. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press.

Nader, Laura. 1972. Up the Anthropologist – Perspectives Gained from Studying 
Up. In Reinventing Anthropology, ed. Del Hymes. New  York: Random 
House.

 REFERENCES 



92 

———. 1980. The Vertical Slice: Hierarchies and Children. In Hierarchy and 
Society, ed. G.M.  Brittan and R.  Cohen. Philadelphia, PA: Institute for the 
Study of Human Issues.

Neumann, Hannah, and Niels Nagelhus Schia. 2012. Contextualizing 
Peacebuilding Activities to Local Circumstances: Liberian Case-study Field 
Report. Security in Practice 6. Oslo: NUPI.

Nustad, Knut. 2003. Gavens Makt [The Power of the Gift]. Oslo: Pax Forlag.
Nyqvist, Anette. 2013. Access to All Stages? Studying Through Policy in a Culture 

of Accessibility. In Organisational Anthropology – Doing Ethnography in and 
among Complex Organisations, ed. Christina Garsten and Anette Nyqvist, 
91–119. London: Pluto Press.

Olsen, Johan P. 2007. Europe in Search of Political Order. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

———. 2010. Governing through Institution Building: Institutional Theory and 
Recent European Experiments in Democratic Organization. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

Radcliffe-Brown, Alfred Reginald. 1957. A Natural Science of Society. Glencoe, 
IL: Free Press.

Rasch, Bjørn Erik, and Hilmar Rommetvedt. 1999. Makt og demokrati i norsk 
parlamentsforskning [Power and Democracy in Norwegian Parliament 
Research]. Oslo: Makt- og demokratiutredningens rapportserie.

Reinhold, Susan. 1994. Local Conflict and Ideological Struggle: “Positive Images” 
and Section 28. D.Phil. Thesis, University of Sussex.

Robertson, Roland. 1995. Glocalization: Time–Space and Homogeneity–
Heterogeneity. In Global Modernities, ed. Mike Featherstone, Scott M. Lash, 
and Roland Robertson, 25–45. London: Sage.

Schia, Niels Nagelhus. 2013. Being Part of the Parade: ‘Going Native’ in the 
United Nations Security Council. Political and Legal Anthropology Review 
(PoLAR) 36 (1): 138–156.

Scott, James C. 1998. Seeing Like a State. How Certain Schemes to Improve the 
Human Condition Have Failed. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Shore, Cris. 2005. The State of the State in Europe, or, What is the European 
Union that Anthropologists Should be Mindful of It. In State Formation: 
Anthropological Perspectives, ed. C. Krohn-Hansen and K. Nustad, 234–255. 
London: Pluto Press.

Shore, Cris, and Susan Wright. 1997. Anthropology of Policy: Critical Perspectives 
on Governance and Power. New York: Routledge.

Spencer, Herbert. 1867. The Principles of Biology. London: William and Norgate.
Tylor, Edward. 2010[1871]. Primitive Culture. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press.
Wadel, Cato. 1991. Feltarbeid i egen kultur [Doing Fieldwork in Your Own 

Culture]. Flekkefjord: Hegland Trykkeri.

 3 STUDYING THROUGH: PEOPLE AND PLACES



 93

Wolf, Eric. 1982. Europe and the People without History. Berkeley: University of 
California Press.

Wright, Susan, and Sue Reinhold. 2011. ‘Studying Through’: A Strategy for 
Studying Political Transformation. Or Sex, Lies and British Politics. In Policy 
Worlds, ed. Cris Shore, Susan Wright, and Davide Pero, 86–104. New York: 
Berghahn.

Zabusky, Stacia E. 1995. Launching Europe: An Ethnography of European 
Cooperation in Space Science. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

 REFERENCES 



95© The Author(s) 2018
N.N. Schia, Franchised States and the Bureaucracy of Peace, 
Rethinking Peace and Conflict Studies,  
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65569-7_4

CHAPTER 4

Liberia and the History of a Franchised State

Africa’s participation in “globalization” [has] been a matter of highly 
selective and spatially encapsulated forms of global connection 

combined with widespread disconnection and exclusion.
(Ferguson 2006, p. 14)

IntroductIon

Liberia has an intriguing history: established as a settlement for freed 
American slaves in 1822, it became an independent nation-state in 1847, 
making it the oldest republic in Africa.1 Although Liberia has never been 
colonized, a small elite took control of the state and the political institutions 
already before it became an independent nation-state. The way in which this 
powerful elite ruled the country for more than a hundred years has certain 
patrimonial or neo-patrimonial characteristics. For instance, the Constitution 
of 1847 made a distinction between civilized and natives, denying indige-
nous people citizenship and the right to vote until 1964. However, a strictly 
patrimonial reading of the rulers and the historical trajectory of the Liberian 
state would not be totally accurate, as it is important to bear in mind other 
aspects like global connections with the USA, international engagements, 
the influence of other global forces, and parallel state structures.

Drawing on ethnography, this chapter provides a historical account of 
how foreign countries, foreign organizations, and foreign private companies 
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began building relations with the Liberian elite even before the country 
became an independent nation-state. This relationship, which has continued 
with a series of involvements throughout the country’s history, is relevant 
for exploring the organization, honing and maintenance of political func-
tions in Liberia and how such practices relate to concepts of sovereignty. The 
historical account describes how relations between foreign actors and the 
Liberian elite have contributed in developing parallel state structures.

Liberia’s history as presented here shows how the country, represented 
primarily by the elite, has been able to mobilize resources from its external 
environment or its international relations. These relations have forged 
practices of extraversion, leaving the Liberian state in a position between 
internal and external patrimonial-like relations.2 In my view, this situation 
can best be grasped by analyzing the interconnectedness of practices 
related to state structures (which in turn requires an anthropological study 
of connections and disconnections of formal and informal structures and 
processes) through ownershipping.3 Thus, this chapter serves to anchor 
franchised states as a concept that incorporates not only temporality but 
also resistance, brokerage, resilience, and reciprocity within patrimonial 
relations. The current peacebuilding presence of the international com-
munity and the UN, to be examined in the ensuing chapters, can be seen 
as the most recent addition to a series of involvements in which the USA 
has been the most prominent actor for more than 150 years. In this way, 
franchised states are not a new phenomenon.

It is not my intention here to claim historical necessity or a teleological 
dimension, but rather to avoid “silencing the past” (Trouillot 1995). I 
describe how Liberian history has conditioned and established a frame-
work with which today’s elites and the international community engage 
with each other. The historical background is relevant for understanding 
the social patterns and forms of the global connections and thereby the 
organization of the state in Liberia. With this chapter I offer a diachronic 
perspective on aspects pertaining to the state and state effects in today’s 
Liberia that will complement the ensuing empirical chapters. I draw on 
the vast and strong anthropological and ethnographical literature on 
Liberia which has been produced throughout the twentieth century and 
provides windows to important aspects of Liberia’s history.

The historical context of Liberia can help in explaining current state 
formation, global connections, and subaltern patrimonial links. I map and 
analyze accounts of how Liberia was formed as a nation-state and has 
evolved into the current situation. These stories describe how international 
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actors have been involved in refashioning the lives of people living in 
Liberia for more than 150 years. One effect of this involvement has been 
the creation and sustainability of an elite, a class struggle between natives 
and civilized, and the formation of parallel state structures. I begin with a 
chronological overview, from the formation of the state and the close rela-
tionship with the USA, to the current post-conflict phase. This includes a 
brief presentation of state formation; the formation of national bureau-
cracy, modernity, and traditions; and the conflict lines that led to the two 
coups (1980 and 1989), the subsequent Liberian civil war (1989–2003), 
and the post-conflict phase from 2003.

ElItEs

The perspective on Liberia’s unique historical trajectory makes it possible 
to discern how social patterns, patterns of extraversion, as well as the hon-
ing of state mechanisms have served elite interests and strengthened patri-
monial relations. Elisabeth Tonkin (2002) holds that elite interests in 
Liberia have been reproduced in a personalized climate:

the near identification of public office with economic opportunity in a 
patron–client mode of government has been identified as a means of contin-
ued Americo-Liberian dominance […] Political, administrative and com-
mercial functions were fused as scarce resources in a poor and undeveloped 
country. (Tonkin 2002, p. 139)

Further, she maintains that elite survival in Liberia depends on kinship 
structures, networks and institutions “Settlement origin helped, since set-
tlements had unequal access to the capital, as did financial resources and 
social connections with power brokers which enabled networking and cli-
entage” (ibid.). In this chapter I provide a thicker ethnographical account 
along the lines of Tonkin’s argument. William Reno has noted how elite 
networks govern Liberia as an “alternative institutionalization of political 
authority heavily dependent upon external resources for survival” (1995, 
p. 109). This adds to an understanding of the survival of ruling elites as 
presented by Whitfield and Buur (2014), where the emphasis is on how 
the “government’s policy choices and its ability to implement them, as 
well as its interaction with businesses, are shaped by incentives arising 
from the imperatives of ruling elites to remain in power and thus build and 
maintain political support” (p. 127). They further contend that, because 
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no state is completely isolated and ruling elites are never completely 
autonomous, it is important to study “how coalitional pressures shape the 
political costs of certain policies and the ability to implement them, given 
the resistance or support form factions and individuals within the ruling 
coalition and those financing it” (ibid., p. 128).

In this chapter I explore and trace such coalitional patterns through 
their historical and global connections. These patterns reveal continuities 
and discontinuities not easily detected by studying contemporary events 
through fieldwork. Liberia has had substantial involvement from interna-
tional actors in developing the nation-state, the state apparatus, and a 
bureaucratic system. Although not a post-colonial state, it could be 
regarded as a neocolonial one—or, rather, a franchised state.

lIbErIa: Facts and FIgurEs

Geographically and demographically, Liberia is among the smaller African 
countries: it covers an area of 111, 369 square kilometers (43, 000 sq. mi.) 
and is home to some 4.7 million people. Together with Guinea to the 
north and Sierra Leone to the west, Liberia is situated in the Mano River 
region of West Africa. Further, it borders the Ivory Cost to the east and 
the Atlantic Ocean to the south. Liberia has a tropical climate, and large 
parts are covered by rainforest. The capital is Monrovia and the official 
language is English, but some 30 indigenous languages are also used 
throughout the country.

Various customary structures and secret societies have responsibility for 
societal tasks that a Eurocentric perspective would reserve for the formal 
state. In Liberia these systems are old, dating back to at least the sixteenth 
century (Little 1965, pp. 349–350). Functions like political and economic 
control, justice, education, medicine, distribution of land and labor, fertil-
ity, and diplomatic relations across social groups and kin are regulated and 
distributed through “secret societies,” especially in the rural areas (see 
Murphy 1980, 1987; Watkins 1943; Ellis 2007). These are hierarchical 
systems reflecting the organizations of village communities. They are not 
secret to villagers “[o]n the contrary, not only is the existence and general 
purpose of these societies known to every grown-up person, but in many 
places the wide range of their activities makes them the dominant force” 
(Little 1965, p. 349). These societies are very hierarchically organized and 
clientelistic in function. They play an important role in Liberia and through-
out the Mano River region, and are linked with the formal state structures 
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and systems in various ways.4 They stand testimony to how what is today 
Liberia were territories that had various societies with their own traditions 
and customs long, before Liberia became an independent nation-state.

Because accessibility to the secret societies in Liberia is difficult and the 
literature is deficient, I will not go into further detail concerning them. 
However, it should be borne in mind that they exist and play an important 
role in the country, and they illustrate how the (re)production of the fran-
chised state continues to connect and disconnect with various social 
structures.

Postwar Liberia is a unitary presidential republic, governed from 2006 
to 2017 by President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf of the Unity Party. Although 
most Liberian are farmers, the country is far from self-sufficient in the pro-
duction of cereals, for instance. Rich in natural resources like rubber, tim-
ber, iron, gold, diamonds, oil and other minerals, Liberia is nevertheless a 
low-income country heavily dependent on foreign aid and assistance and is 
struggling with the material and social devastation inflicted by years of civil 
war and government mismanagement. The civil war, which began with the 
revolt against the government and the execution of President Samuel Doe 
in 1989, ended in 2003. The turbulence and mismanagement had started 
some ten years earlier, when Doe seized power through a military coup in 
1980 and executed President Tolbert, together with 13 cabinet members 
and several of Tolbert’s supporters. Since 2003 the country has experi-
enced improvements and economic growth, with GDP increasing by 8.3% 
in 2012 and 8.1% in 2013. However, this economic recovery has been 
dominated by foreign investments in commercial  agriculture and extractive 
sectors, without much apparent impact on the high unemployment rate. 
The domestic sector (health, rule of law, security, and the private sector) 
remains weak, and high youth employment constitutes a major challenge 
(World Bank 2014). On top of this, the country experienced a state of 
emergency in 2014 with the Ebola outbreak. The outbreak revealed a weak 
state apparatus and an almost nonexistent health sector, as well Liberia’s 
heavy dependence on international aid and support.

Early statE FormatIon and thE amErIcan 
colonIzatIon socIEty

The USA was instrumental in founding Liberia as a country. To find a 
place for the increasing numbers of freed slaves, in 1821 the American 
Colonization Society sent agents to West Africa to find land and establish 
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a colony for these people.5 The area in which they settled was called Cape 
Mesurado6 (also Cape Montserrado), close to today’s Monrovia. When 
the settlers arrived, there were already complex social, political, and eco-
nomic structures in the area (d’Azevedo 1962, 1969; Davis 1975, 
p. 227; Johnston 1906; Martin 1968; Murphy 1987). Segmentary kin-
ship organizations had evolved into a “semi-bureaucratic administrative 
apparatus directed by war chiefs and councils of clients usurping the 
functions of the traditional custodians of chiefdom authority and the 
councils of lineage elders” (d’Azevedo 1969, p.  10). Some degree of 
centralization had already begun in Liberia by the time the settlers 
arrived. Many of today’s larger towns in rural areas of Liberia were once 
key administrative and trade hubs for older federated chiefdoms which 
became focal points for the Liberian government in the beginning of the 
twentieth century (ibid.).

Warren L. d’Azevedo, an anthropologist who was a pioneer of Liberia 
studies, has outlined Liberia’s historical trajectory (1962, p.  533) and 
highlights two major events as important adjustments in the nineteenth 
century: the decline of slave trade in the first half of the century due to the 
British and US slave trade embargo (1807–1865) following the British 
Slave Trade Act [Embargo] of 1807; and the colonization of parts of the 
coast of Sierra Leone and Liberia. This situation led to wars over the con-
trol of the remaining market, but the most important effect was, accord-
ing to d’Azevedo, “the shift of tribal economy to an emphasis on large-scale 
agricultural activities and the harvesting of forest products by means of the 
surplus in slaves” (1962, p. 536). The continuous migrations, which had 
populated the forest, now began to stabilize; these populated areas gradu-
ally turned into boundaries of chiefdoms and ethnic groups. Leaders of 
several of these ethnic groups—the Kru, Dei, Gola, and Bassa—who had 
lived in this area for generations, ceded the area to the American 
Colonization Society in 1821. Sir Harry Johnston describes this event: 
“On December 15th, 1821, not only was the future site of Monrovia 
bought, but in addition, the chiefs (…) made over to the American 
Colonization Society [represented by Dr Eli Ayres and Captain Stockton] 
a strip of coastland one hundred and thirty miles [209 kilometers] long 
and forty [64 kilometers] broad” (1906, vole 1, p. 129).

In 1822, the settlers arrived and the American Colonization Society 
succeeded in establishing a part of what we now know as the country of 
Liberia as a colony for freed American slaves. The settlement was first 
called Christopolis (1822–1824), before being renamed Monrovia after 
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the fifth US President James Monroe (1817–1825), who was a strong 
supporter of the American Colonization Society and the colonization of 
Liberia. Although a private organization, the American Colonization 
Society was closely associated with the US government, which donated 
USD 100,000 and ships for the initial establishment phase, thereby forti-
fying the clientelistic relationship between the two countries. Members of 
the Society included, in addition to the US president, other leading US 
politicians of the time, like senators and congressmen. One of them was 
Senator Henry Clay, the founder of the Whig Party in the USA.7 He was 
instrumental in establishing the American Colonization Society and 
became its president in 1816. Clay also ran for the US presidency in 1824, 
but was defeated by John Quincy Adams. Also among the founders of the 
American Colonization Society were John Randolph, a congressman from 
Virginia (House of Representatives at various times between 1799 and 
1833 and the Senate 1825–1827), and Francis Scott Key, the Maryland 
lawyer, district attorney, and poet who wrote what became the US national 
anthem, “The Star-Spangled Banner.”

Between 1822 and 1867, almost 19,000 colonists settled in Liberia: 
5957 of these were former slaves who had been freed to go to Liberia; 
5722 were recaptured Africans sent by the US Navy; 4541 were born free; 
344 had purchased their freedom; and little is known of the origins of the 
others (Liebenow 1969, p. 8). Utilizing the surplus in slaves after the slave 
trade embargo, this group initiated extensive farming, forestry and planta-
tion operations at various centers along the coast and became a dominant 
elite in a country with 16 other ethnic groups. They established a patrimo-
nial settler state or a plantation state, not unlike what they had left behind. 
Members of this elite group—the “Americo-Liberians,” “Congos,” and 
“Settlers”—are still referred to in everyday language in Liberia and have 
remained politically relevant.

In 1847, only 25 years after the establishment of the colony, the coun-
try was founded by the settlers as a national state and declared indepen-
dent from the American Colonization Society. Its constitution was 
modeled on the Constitution of the United States. This origin helped the 
people to escape the European colonialism found elsewhere in Africa, but 
exposed them to a “regime of ‘democratic feudalism’ imposed by a group 
of freed American slaves, the Americo-Liberians, who perpetuated them-
selves as a ruling class for more than a century” (Abiodun et  al. 1999, 
p. 12). The result was the emergence of two broad socio-political groups: 
the descendants of freed slaves, the Americo-Liberians, on the one hand, 
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and the indigenous population, consisting of 16 ethnic groups, on the 
other. Although constituting only some 3–5% of the population, the 
Americo-Liberians formed the ruling elite and developed a segregated 
society in which the indigenous people were denied citizenship and voting 
rights until 1964. The Constitution of 1847 defined the boundaries and 
the patrimonial relationship between the civilized (the Americo-Liberians) 
and the natives (the indigenous people). This distinction became impor-
tant for the trajectory of the Liberian state, but I will leave this discussion 
here, returning to it after presenting the chronology.

thE truE WhIg Party and thE EvolutIon oF natIonal 
burEaucracy

The political party of the Americo-Liberians was established in 1870 and 
named the True Whig Party, heavily influenced by the Whig Party in the 
USA. In practice, the True Whig Party dominated Liberian politics and 
produced all Liberian presidents until the coup in 1980. In addition to 
this social segregation, the country became segregated geographically as 
well. Americo-Liberians settled down in Monrovia and along the coast, 
while most the indigenous people lived in the rural areas outside the capi-
tal and in the hinterland. Consequently, the capital gradually became 
modernized, but not the periphery. Furthermore, it was the True Whig 
Party that defined administrative boundaries and administered the periph-
ery through district commissionaires and local chiefs. This, in turn, may 
have further aggravated the differences and tensions between the various 
ethnic groups.

What was initially an area inhabited by indigenous communities gradu-
ally turned into settlements, county provinces, and counties. d’Azevedo 
describes how the major towns along busy trade routes through rural areas 
that used to be Gola chiefdoms turned into “centers of political power and 
wealth” (1969, p. 17). Many indigenous communities, like the Gola, saw 
the arrival of the settlers as bringing new opportunities for trade and 
influence:

Liberian national aspirations were well understood, and the idea that a pow-
erful coastal society was coming into existence is not presented as a threat in 
Gola retrospect, but as a source of highly advantageous political and eco-
nomic relations within a new confederacy of chiefdoms. Monrovia had 
replaced the old Bopulu, and the Gola could only profit from the stability 
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brought about by this situation as long as there was no interference with 
their autonomy in the interior. (d’Azevedo 1969, p. 18)

However, a disconnection in the administrative division of the country 
remained. Instead of incorporating indigenous people into bureaucratic 
positions, these bureaucrats were, according to Tonkin, “‘civilized natives,’ 
who had access to some posts and superior opportunities within the state, 
distinguished from ‘Tribal’ natives culturally, sometimes legally too, in a 
changing category (…) which created exclusionary but permeable fron-
tiers” (2002, p. 134). This involved a mixture of an old kinship system, 
structural changes of chiefdoms, and the introduction of a settler state or 
a patrimonial state.

At the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, rituals from traditional structures and secret societies were 
often adopted by the settler state to honor officials and ensure the support 
of key state officials with responsibilities in the hinterlands. Many settlers 
were active members of the freemasonry that had found its equivalent in 
Liberian secret societies such as the Poro. The acculturation resulting 
from the encounters of the different systems also led to the enlargement 
and institutionalization of the secret societies’ administrative structure. As 
a result, also today there are customary structures and secret societies 
overlapping and existing in parallel with the statutory system throughout 
the country—as is particularly evident in the rule-of-law sector. Despite 
this acculturation, with flexible kinship structures and widespread mobility 
across ethnic groups, the formation of the settler state took the shape of a 
patrimonial one. This, in turn, paved the way for a specific kind of clien-
telism or patrimonialism, which in turn brings us towards the civil war in 
the late twentieth century. This pattern, now in new and subtler forms, is 
being re-enacted and reinforced with the international community’s cur-
rent presence in the country (re)producing Liberia as a franchised state.

1930–1970: FormatIon oF a natIonal burEaucracy

The expansion of the Liberian state beyond the coastal strip and into the 
hinterlands was triggered first and foremost by competition for land with 
the British and the French, who were active in the same region. By the 
early twentieth century, the settlers or the elite in Monrovia who had 
established a central state administration, based upon the US model, were 
confronted with the need to incorporate the hinterlands into the republic. 
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The settler elite undertook initiatives aimed at bringing the interior under 
military and administrative control, and at collecting taxes. The expansion 
of the state caused tensions; incidents such as the Kru uprising during 
World War I (Davis 1975) and the League of Nations8 intervention regard-
ing forced labor in 1930 paved the way for social reforms and the transi-
tion from forced to paid labor, challenging the settler elite’s control over 
the indigenous people and the interior.

The League of Nations report led to the resignation of President 
Charles D.B. King (1920–1930), and Edwin Barclay assumed the presi-
dency. During his presidency, Barclay initiated reforms aimed at reorga-
nizing the administrative service in the hinterlands. Some of the Whig 
leaders who had been accused in the League of Nations report felt threat-
ened by Barclay’s new initiatives. They opposed his reforms and pushed 
the Barclay administration into a suppressive regime, leading to instability 
and an attempted coup (Liebenow 1969, p. 70). In addition to fending 
off the coup attempt, Barclay has been credited with steadfastness vis-à-vis 
the League of Nations and the Firestone Tire and Rubber Company. 
However, this did not come without costs. The Firestone Company had 
signed a contract with the King administration in Liberia in 1926, giving 
the company a 99-year concession with exclusive rights and tax benefits to 
one million acres of land—the largest rubber plantation in the world. 
Together with the contract, Firestone provided a USD 5 million loan to 
the Liberian government. The ensuing economic depression resulted in a 
collapse of rubber prices that almost turned Liberia bankrupt in the 1930s. 
The Liberian government was unable to pay the debts it had accumulated 
with the Firestone Company. Refusing to comply with Firestone’s repay-
ment terms, Barclay appealed to the League of Nations. However, the 
League replied with a proposal that Barclay and his administration saw as 
a denigration of the country’s sovereignty. The proposal suggested put-
ting delegates from the League of Nations in key positions within the 
Liberian government (note the parallel with Scott Fellows, Chap. 7). 
Nevertheless, Liberia’s efforts through the Barclay administration to 
“acquire the income necessary to function as a sovereign state was […] 
achieved only by placing itself under the diplomatic protection of the 
United States and by leasing a vast area of land to the Firestone Company” 
(Ellis 2007, p.  44). There are clear indications of how sovereignty is 
unbundled and organized through practices of governing where state 
actors are only one among a range of actors. The Barclay administration 
had to continue on the path that had begun with the King administra-
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tion’s connections with Firestone. While Liberia maintained diplomatic 
relations with the League of Nations as well as with the USA, the “1926 
loan and the royalties paid by Firestone enhanced the power of the execu-
tive branch of government relative to the judiciary and legislature, since 
the president became less dependent on taxes voted by the House of 
Representatives and the Senate” (ibid., p. 44–45). The elite, or the presi-
dent and the executive branch of government, began preferring to grant 
trade concessions and contracts “to foreigners, whether Europeans, 
Americans, Lebanese, or Mandingo traders, since non-nationals were less 
likely than Liberian citizens to use their commercial positions to build 
political constituencies” (ibid., p. 45).

In the 1940s Liberian President William Tubman (1944–1971) initi-
ated a series of reform processes, including a national unification and inte-
gration policy intended to address the divide between the Americo-Liberians 
and the indigenous people (Dunn 2012, p. 4). This process was tentatively 
continued by his successor William R. Tolbert (1971–1980). Tubman ini-
tiated an open-door policy acknowledging that the Liberian hinterland 
could no longer be isolated from the economy and from modernity:

There was a danger, too, that a further delay in the exposure of the tribal 
people to the twentieth century would build a time bomb under the archaic 
political, social, and economic structure that the descendants of the settlers 
had inherited. Economic development, instead of undermining Americo- 
Liberian control of the Republic, might finance more modern and efficient 
means of control. (Liebenow 1969, p. 71)

The state apparatus enhanced its relations with society. In this way, the 
administrative incorporation of the hinterland population became a means 
to political stabilization in Liberia during the Tubman years. These popu-
lations were now included in the political hierarchy, but their place was a 
subordinate one, and it did not entitle them to a say in government poli-
cies. This expansion of the Liberian bureaucracy provided the existing set-
tler elite with control of the indigenous population and the generation of 
“revenues from which the larger part of the salary bill of the hinterland 
cadres were paid” (Brown 1989, p. 372)—thereby also becoming a means 
for the elite to continue reinforcing social differences.

That said, the expansion of the bureaucratic polity was a double-edged 
sword for the Liberian settler elite, and a potential oppositional challenge 
would have to be controlled by that elite. In the public sector, wages to 
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indigenous people were kept low, fees were high, and the sector was orga-
nized so that “the more prosperous an [indigenous] individual became the 
more closely did he also become bound to the political status quo” (Brown 
1989, p. 373).

In addition to economic means, ideological mechanisms in the Liberian 
bureaucracy contributed to maintaining the subordination of the hinter-
land population. As a patrimonial system, the Liberian bureaucracy was 
dependent on “central actors, particularly the President, [retaining] a per-
sonal interest in the affairs of the periphery. This central tendency was rein-
forced by means of a strongly replicative emphasis in the political structure” 
(Brown 1989). Stephen Ellis describes President Tubman in similar terms, 
noting how he made use of revenues from the concessions to build and 
fortify Liberia as a party-state: “The whole country was incorporated in the 
vast True Whig Party patronage machine dominated by the President” 
(2007, p. 47). Ellis puts emphasis on the role of Tubman in explaining the 
increasingly patrimonial state in Liberia during this period, but global con-
nections with Firestone, the USA, and so on are even more important for 
explaining the specific trajectory of the statebuilding process in Liberia.

Thus, it could be said that the Liberian state had established both inter-
nal and external patrimonial relations. In its external relations with, for 
instance, the USA and the Firestone Company, the Liberian state adopted 
the role of a client, with the USA and Firestone as patrons. Such patrimo-
nial relations with external actors ensured revenues for the executive 
branch of the government, while it incapacitated potential Liberian politi-
cal opponents by granting the larger concessions to foreign actors. Even 
more importantly, these external relations fortified the relations of the 
Liberian state apparatus with the international community and continued 
to develop Liberia as a franchised state.

The idea of being “civilized” constituted the gateway to elite incorpo-
ration. This was replicated with the expansion of the Liberian bureaucracy 
in which there were weak or low degrees of internal boundaries, but clear, 
overstated external boundaries. This, Brown argues, favored participation 
in favor of a more Weberian performance as a motivation for joining, and 
working in, the Liberian bureaucracy (1989, p. 376). Further, this civiliz-
ing ideology was also instrumental in developing a “‘dual economy’ in a 
society marked by parallel and, to the ruling stratum, functional ethnic 
and political cleavages” (ibid., p. 374; see also Brown 1982).

Thus, in the 1950s and the 1960s, the incorporation of the hinterland 
population into the Liberian bureaucracy worked as a way for the settler 
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elite to control the forces for social change. Economic growth and reform 
processes, and the fortification of a patrimonial state, characterized those 
years, but the reform processes were halted by economic depressions and 
political turbulence in the late 1970s, and continued in a destructive pat-
rimonial circle in the 1980s.

1970s and 1980s: tEnsIons, turbulEncE, and couPs

Tolbert was re-elected in 1975, but in his second period, he was increas-
ingly blamed for the growing economic disparities and was accused of 
nepotism. The economic situation deteriorated further, culminating in 
what has become known as the Rice Riot of April 14, 1979, when tanks, 
soldiers, and police were deployed to control a demonstration where more 
than 2000 unarmed citizens participated. The police lost control and 
began firing into the crowd. This prepared the ground for popular accep-
tance of the coup that took place one year later. On April 12, 1980, Samuel 
Doe and 17 indigenous officers overthrew the presidency of Tolbert and 
seized power. This coup is also often interpreted as a revolt against the 
Americo-Liberians domination. Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, elected to the presi-
dency in 2006, served as Minister of Finance 1972–1973 and 1979–1980 in 
Tolbert’s government. In 1980 Sirleaf, who was one of four ministers in 
the Tolbert administration not to be executed, left the country and worked 
for many years for international organizations like the World Bank and the 
United Nations.

Doe led an increasingly repressive regime until 1989, causing tensions 
among the indigenous people and between indigenous people and the 
Americo-Liberians. Charles Taylor, an Americo-Liberian who had returned 
from the USA to lead the National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL) took 
advantage of this situation. Doe was overthrown and assassinated by 
Prince Yormie Johnson, who had allied with NPFL. Taylor took control of 
most of the country and gradually led Liberia into civil war.

cIvIl War, PEacE accords, and IntErnatIonal 
organIzatIons

Several peace-making attempts were made between 1990 and 1993. The 
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) undertook ini-
tiatives aimed at a peaceful settlement, supported by the UN. These efforts 
included establishing an ECOWAS observer force, the Military Observer 
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Group (ECOMOG) in 1990. After a peace agreement was signed in 
Cotonou, Benin, in 1993, the UN Observer Mission in Liberia (UNOMIL) 
was established to support ECOMOG in implementing the agreement. 
Fighting resumed, however, and supplementary peace agreements were 
negotiated.

Eventually, a 1997 cease-fire allowed new elections. Taylor won, and 
the UN Peacebuilding Support Office in Liberia (UNOL) was created to 
assist the government in consolidating peace following the elections. 
Disagreements continued, however, and reconciliation was undermined 
by systematic abuses of human rights, the exclusion and harassment of 
political opponents, and the lack of security sector reform.

Civil war resumed until peace finally was settled on August 18, 2003, 
under pressure from the UN Security Council.9 Again, Liberia’s patrimo-
nial relations to the USA became evident:

Especially in the weeks preceding President George W. Bush’s tour of Africa 
in early June, the bloodshed and suffering of Liberian citizens seemed to cry 
out for some response from the United States, the country’s traditional 
patron. Nightly news images of Liberians depositing the bodies of their dead 
relatives at the gates of the American embassy in Monrovia were a graphic 
reminder of both the violence unfolding on a daily basis and the unmet 
expectations of US aid. (Moran 2005, p. 458)

When the war was over, some 270,000 people had been killed, one- 
third of the population had been displaced, and institutions, infrastruc-
ture, economy as well as relations between state, civil society, and market 
were in ruins.10 Between Doe’s military coup in 1980 and the peace settle-
ment in 2003, some 100 000 Liberians had moved to the USA. Basic 
services had to be rebuilt, land disputes settled, roads constructed. The 
UN moved in with 15,000 peacekeepers and its various agencies—at the 
time the largest peacekeeping operation in UN history and made a signifi-
cant impact in this small country of some 3.7 million people at the time. 
Along with this came an influx of international NGOs, all with their own 
purposes, plans, and policies for Liberia. Given the history of Liberia, it 
should be obvious that the peacebuilding process in the country would 
have to adapt or contextualize its activities to the local situation. And that 
would require knowledge of the political, cultural, social, local, and 
 economic situation as well as an understanding of the country’s historical 
trajectory. Disagreement about what it means to be a Liberian and how 
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the polity should be constituted entered a new, albeit peaceful, phase, 
becoming more and more complex as the international community kept 
increasing its presence for 15 years.

lIbErIa today

In 2017, Liberia was still recovering after 14 years of war (1989–2003) 
that ended with the signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement in 
Accra, Ghana, on August 18, 2003. The peace talks prepared the ground 
for the United Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL). UNMIL was estab-
lished in September 2003, organized as an integrated mission with a mul-
tidimensional mandate to support the peace process.11

Two years later, in 2005, Liberia could hold elections. Ellen Johnson 
Sirleaf won, becoming the first woman to be elected head of state in Africa. 
She was re-elected in 2011.

By early 2013 the situation in Liberia was improving, reflected in the 
longest period of stability since the outbreak of war in 1989, as well as in 
the World Bank’s Worldwide Governance Indicators. According to this 
205-country index, Liberia 2005–2007 had shown the best improvement 
in the world in controlling corruption, advancing 72 places from 185th to 
113th on the list (World Bank 2008). Still, corruption has continued to 
attract international attention; after a donor meeting in Copenhagen in 
2005, a program was launched to target these challenges: the Governance 
and Economic Management Assistance Programme (GEMAP). This 
could be seen as a continuation of a long series of international involve-
ment in Liberia targeting mismanagement.12 Reno (2008) has noted how 
GEMAP and this cycle of foreign interventions

challenges established rights of sovereign states to run their own affairs 
while placing non-Liberians at the centre of Liberia’s internal administra-
tion. International experts hired by the GEMAP consortium—the UN, 
IMF, World Bank, the European Commission, the United States and African 
regional organizations—have counter-signing authority in the country’s 
central bank, state enterprises and the government’s accounting office to 
prevent or permit spending. (Reno 2008, p. 387)

The UN Security Council expressed concern about the regional situa-
tion in West Africa, fearing that instability in neighboring countries could 
affect the situation in Liberia (UNOWA 2009; Securitycouncilreport.org 
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2009).13 There were sporadic riots in the Monrovia and throughout the 
country. The Liberian government had difficulties in handling these riots 
on its own, largely because of the weak security sector caused by an inef-
ficient national police and justice sector. Additionally, poor infrastructure, 
high illiteracy levels, and a generally weak or centralized state presented 
the Liberian government with challenges in achieving control not only in 
the regions but also in the capital. Furthermore, despite the period of 
stability, the postwar truth and reconciliation process had not proven very 
strong.

The challenges facing the Liberian state, forcing it to turn to the inter-
national community for solutions, became particularly evident during the 
Ebola outbreak in 2014, when the Liberian state apparatus was totally 
dependent on foreign assistance and aid in order to gain control of the 
situation. The health sector is not the only weak part of the Liberian for-
mal state apparatus, however. Also the rule-of-law sector is struggling with 
multiple challenges and has links to strong parallel structures in the tradi-
tional or customary justice system.

comPlExItIEs and connEctIons

Much of the literature on colonialism, post-colonialism, as well as peace-
building has tended towards a Eurocentric understanding of neo- 
patrimonialism, placing the blame for corrupt leaders and brutal autocracy 
on a “passive” population (see Moran 2006, p. 28). According to Charles 
Piot, this “long informed scholarship about Africa” tends to associate the 
West or Europe with modernity and Africa with tradition (1999, p. 2). To 
avoid this trap, we must recognize the importance of including temporal-
ity and historical contingency as well as global connections and disconnec-
tions in the picture.

Firstly, portraying Liberian history as anchored in a history of state 
formation risks ignoring everything that predated the arrival of the first 
settlers in 1822. There exist several historical ethnographies describing the 
political, economic, ethnic, and linguistic elements in the area before that 
time (see, for instance, Martin 1968; d’Azevedo 1962, 1969; Davis 1968, 
1975). Secondly, explaining Liberian history through a Eurocentric focus 
on state formation may yield a limited understanding of the political con-
text. When social crises or patterns in Liberia are interpreted solely in rela-
tion to state formation, aspects related to complexity, mobility, social 
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change, and global connections may be neglected. These properties of 
Liberia’s historical trajectory are also important for understanding the 
effects of the UN’s presence and how this has served to reproduce elite 
dominance, undermining traditional structures—and fortifying Liberia as 
a franchised state.

Perspectives focusing solely on state formation, through the settlers and 
how they have dominated the Liberian nation since its foundation in 
1847, or even since the settlement in 1822, may neglect important parts 
of the trajectory pertaining to temporality and contingency as well as to 
global connections which, if explored, could reveal important aspects of 
the franchised state. The state-formation focus has tended to see the dem-
ocratic features in Liberia as merely a cloaking mechanism that conceals 
the dominance or the patrimonial character of the small settler elite. 
Liebenow (1987), Gretchen and Taylor (1996, p.  64), Sawyer (1987, 
1992), and Dunn and Tarr (1988) also fall within this tradition when they 
describe how the opposition and the challengers had converging interests 
in keeping up the façade of democracy in order to maintain credibility 
internationally.

Other scholars have highlighted the role of secret societies in maintain-
ing the position of the elite in Liberia (see Little 1965; Murphy 1980; Ellis 
2007). Prominent secret societies in Liberia are the Sande, the Poro and 
the United Brothers of Friendship (UBF): the first two are found through-
out the country and are inclusive in their recruitment strategy, whereas the 
UBF is seen as being part of, and as maintaining the position of, the elite 
culture in Monrovia.

Highlighting perspectives on complexity, anthropologists working in 
countries on the African continent have made important contributions 
to relativize such historical essentialism. Together with historical sociolo-
gists such as Jean-Francois Bayart (2000, 2009), some of these anthro-
pologists have made efforts at describing how societies in rural as well as 
urban areas in Africa have evolved through encounters with Europe, the 
USA, and the East through history—see, for instance, d’Azevedo (1962, 
1969), Moran (2006), Piot (1999), Comaroff and Comaroff (1993), 
More (1986, 1994), and Ferguson (1999). As Piot points out, appar-
ently traditional features of societies in African countries may “owe their 
meaning and shape to that encounter as much as to anything ‘indige-
nous’” (1999, p.  1). Together with other anthropologists (see, for 
instance, Appadurai 1996a, b), Piot has argued that these are in fact 
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alternative modernities. Mary Moran (2006) describes how the rural and 
the urban parts of Liberia have long been connected through constant 
streams of people and goods, and discusses what it means to be Liberian 
and how the country should be constituted. Further, she contests the 
above-mentioned scholarly tradition that characterizes Liberia as “domi-
nated by secrecy, distrust, and hierarchy; as religious and cultural systems 
that explicitly impede democratization. (…) These authors, of course, 
acknowledge that a range of political orientations exists within the 
region, but see alternatives to hierarchy and secrecy as suppressed or 
underdeveloped” (Moran 2006, p. 6).

Also other scholars, among them the anthropologist Paul Richards, 
have put forward perspectives on complexity (2005). Richards encourages 
scholars to unravel the complexities of war and how it connects at the 
global and the local levels (2005). Ronald W. Davis (1975) has empha-
sized the importance of capturing complexities when explaining the his-
tory of Liberia:

[the] simplistic, popular image of a Liberia of indigenous subjects adminis-
tered by a tiny Americo-Liberian elite is inadequate for the post-World War 
II period, but Kru Coast politics suggest that this is far from a suitable 
model for any period in Liberian history. Notwithstanding the public 
emphasis on national integration prevalent in Liberia since the end of World 
War II, the Liberian political elite had, and continues to have, serious prob-
lems in consolidating itself. Relations with indigenous peoples and outside 
powers have been complicated enormously by competing influences within 
the settler community and its descendants. (Davis 1975, p. 265)

By failing to include the global connections, one may end up putting 
the blame for the patrimonial destructive dance in Liberia on “passivity 
and tolerance for corruption of the suffering masses” (Moran 2006, 
p. 28). If Charles Taylor is characterized solely as a neo-patrimonial ruler, 
Moran continues, the explanation for his action will be that he was “behav-
ing like a ‘traditional chief,’ only on a larger scale. What is obscured is the 
role of United States policy in supporting and funding men like Taylor 
and his predecessor, Samuel Doe” (ibid.).

As Taylor is not the object of this book, I leave discussions about him 
here. However, the point about including global connections and rela-
tions between the Liberian state apparatus and the international commu-
nity remains important. These should also be understood in relation to 
temporality, which is the purpose of this chapter.
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class strugglE: natIvE and cIvIlIzEd

Highlighting perspectives that enable a focus on complexity, some have 
held that the history of conflicts in Liberia could be understood as a class 
struggle, mobility between native and civilized, rather than ethnicity 
(Moran 2006). This in turn must be understood in relation to the histori-
cal context of Liberia, where the settlers established themselves as a “civi-
lized” national elite, whereas the indigenous people were viewed in terms 
of “tribal” connotations. In many ways, this parallels Heyman’s (1995) 
presentation of recent bureaucratic contradictions in the USA, between 
protecting the ideology of citizenship on the one hand and making pos-
sible cheap and undocumented labor immigrants into the US economy on 
the other. Using his empirical findings, Heyman aims to direct anthropo-
logical attention to bureaucratic power and to study how social orders 
“bind differentiated wholes together” (Heyman 1995, p. 262). In Liberia, 
this distinction has also been strengthened by two separate legal systems: 
the law of the hinterland, and the statutory system, to which we return in 
Chap. 6. Although these separate classes have been relatively static in 
Liberia, there has been some degree of class mobility, as with intermar-
riage. In general, however, intermarriage, adoptions, and also trade have 
been used as means of strengthening the distinctions between the domi-
nant and the dominated classes.

Moran describes the fall of Samuel K. Doe in terms of his failure to 
claim “civilized” status. When he took power through military coup in 
1980, Doe was 26 years old, a young soldier with no schooling after 10th 
grade. He belonged to a remote ethnic group, the Krahn, and was thus 
generally perceived in terms of “tribal” connotations. His repeated public 
insistence, attempts, and claims to be “civilized” often failed, leading to 
ridicule, especially among the upper classes. Moran further notes out how 
Doe’s struggle to become “civilized” re-invoked a “contest” about how 
Liberia would constitute itself as a civilized nation, which in many ways 
challenged the patrimonial state. Realizing that he could not achieve sta-
tus as civilized, Doe turned to ethnicity as a way of gaining power and 
wealth. This in turn unleashed ethnically defined resistance and opposi-
tion, bringing a new kind of politicized ethnicity in Liberia (2006, 
pp. 98–100).

In other words, the situation in Liberia in the late twentieth century 
could also be understood as a conflict about a complex, multifaceted set 
of issues. This complexity entailed a continuation of certain historical 
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patterns and the class struggle—but it also brought something radically 
new: the tensions between ethnic groups that were accelerated in the 
1980s and a potential change in the elite and thereby the patrimonial 
state. The increased presence of the international apparatus, through the 
UN peacebuilding operation deployed in the first decade of the new mil-
lennium, has contributed to reproducing the state and the bureaucracy as 
an important arena for elite interests in Liberia, further constituting the 
Liberian state as a franchised state.

Much of the literature on international peacebuilding has continued 
the tradition focusing on state formation. By contrast, I follow up and 
build further on the tradition represented by Moran and Richards. Moran 
aims at explaining Liberian history through focusing on the interplay 
between the local and the national levels. Here I offer two main contribu-
tions: firstly, by adding an international layer of complexity; and, secondly, 
an updated perspective. Both were made possible only through long-term 
and multi-sited fieldwork where I was able to trace how connections and 
disconnections were being made between the international apparatus, the 
Liberian state apparatus, county administrations, and traditional struc-
tures—and at a time in Liberia’s history where the presences of interna-
tional actors had become almost ubiquitous.

global hoPPIng and FranchIsEd statEs

This chapter has chronicled the war in Liberia, described the trajectory of 
the state, and noted some distinct features, like shadow structures, as well 
the Liberian state or executive branch of government as both client and 
patron at the same time. These aspects are central for understanding how 
and why the Liberian state—as represented by elites—has been honed to 
be a client of international organizations and donor states. Thus, the chap-
ter has provided the historical background for understanding how the 
Liberian state can be regarded as a franchised state, which is further 
explored in the subsequent empirical chapters.

Internal and external clientelism in Liberia has been formed through 
historical trajectories where an elite, through its connections with donor 
countries like the USA and foreign companies like the Firestone 
Company, has been able to control the political institutions and the 
state. Client–patron relations with the USA have enabled the elite in 
Liberia to control the executive branch of government and establish a 
franchised state. In this way, the historical trajectory of Liberia has 
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forged clientelistic and patrimonial relations that have shaped power and 
class struggles. This, in turn, has led to parallel state structures, or 
shadow state structures, that must be included if we are to understand 
how international actors, focusing on reproducing state capacities, par-
ticipate in global hopping, or selective forms of global connections in 
combination with disconnections and exclusions (see Ferguson 2006, 
p. 41). The point about global hopping also provides an important back-
drop for the understanding of Liberia as a franchised state. Sovereignty 
as a template for the international system implies that “properly govern-
mentalized states is necessary in order to improve the life of populations 
as well as the predictability of the international arena” (Bartelson 2014, 
p.  85). The interface between the UN organization and the Liberian 
state is very much organized according to the UN’s organizational way 
of seeing and sorting the world through the making of bureaucratic tax-
onomies. Ideas about sovereignty appear to be a modus operandi or 
template for these activities. This, in turn, builds connections between 
the international community and the state apparatus, and thereby fran-
chised states where history and large parts of society are excluded. 
Despite coups and civil wars, these features and connections have 
remained basically intact, ensuring the continuation of the Liberian state 
as a franchised state and an elite-dominated entity. This particular trajec-
tory, propelled by the American Colonization Society’s  establishment of 
the settlement in 1821, is crucial for understanding the patrimonial and 
clientelistic aspects of the Liberian state today.

Bureaucracies have their own particular trajectories that must be inter-
preted in terms of the specific historical and political contexts in which 
they have been shaped. Incorporation and participation, as opposed to the 
Weberian task orientation, have been important objectives within the 
Liberian bureaucracy. We can say that the Liberian state exists between an 
internal and an external clientelism. Access to the international—shipping, 
rubber, and positions in international organizations—goes through access 
to the state, further reinforcing Liberia as a franchised state.

A bias towards a Eurocentric understanding of patrimonialism or neo- 
patrimonialism may neglect important connections and complexities 
between rural and urban areas, traditions and modernity, and flows of 
people and goods (Moran 2006, p. 28). By delving into the history of 
Liberia, this chapter has shown that there are other actors, as well as other 
internal bureaucratic abilities, that produce state effects than those tradi-
tionally identified in the Weberian literature; further, that sovereignty is 
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organized through practices of governing where state actors are only cat-
egory among a broad range of actors.

The entry of the UN and the international apparatus in Liberia in the 
early twenty-first century has served to strengthen the franchised state. 
Landing a job with the UN or another international organization can be a 
ticket out of poverty. While the UN has been (re)building the state in 
Liberia, it has failed to see the historical trajectory and properties of the 
country—and has ended up reproducing elite dominance. The presence of 
the UN and the international apparatus has accelerated or enhanced the 
aspect of inclusion/exclusion and connections/disconnections in the 
Liberian context.

The next empirical chapters follow up on the aspect of international 
organizations by exploring how international actors or organizations pro-
duce state effects in Liberia. These chapters also trace one effect of inter-
national peacebuilding: how states may become clients of the international 
community in order to maintain their sovereignty and status as sovereign 
countries, so essential to recognition by the international community.

notEs

1. Ethiopia had been a monarchy and an empire before becoming a republic 
in 1974.

2. On ownershipping, see Chaps. 1 and 2. For more on the history of extra-
version see Bayart (2000, 2009).

3. In the anthropology of development, anthropologists have focused on 
similar aspects: for instance, interfaces of social systems and organizational 
levels (Long 2001, p. 243), see also Chap. 2 in the present book.

4. Fascinated by these secret societies, the settler introduced Freemasonry, 
which became highly influential in the ruling party the True Whigs from 
independence and until the coup in 1980 (see Ellis 2007; Moran 2006).

5. Their motivations were multiple, but those most commonly mentioned in 
the literature include repatriation, philanthropy, the spreading of 
Christianity and civilization—but it was also a way of getting rid of a 
potential threat to the white slave-owners (see for instance Persons 2002, 
p. 372)

6. Portuguese sailors named it in the 1560s.
7. The Whig Party, founded in 1833, had four US presidents before it was 

dissolved in 1860.
8. The League of Nations, the predecessor to the United Nations, was estab-

lished in 1920 but was dissolved (in practice, replaced by the United 
Nations) in 1946.
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9. The Liberian parties signed a Comprehensive Peace Agreement in Accra 
requesting the UN to deploy a force to support the National Transitional 
Government of Liberia (NTGL) and assist in the implementation of the 
Agreement. With the subsequent deployment of the ECOWAS Mission 
(ECONMIL), the security situation improved. UNMIL took over peace-
keeping duties from ECONMIL and 3500 West African troops were pro-
visionally “re-hatted” as UN peacekeepers.

10. See, for instance, CIC (2009, p. 111, 2010).
11. UNMIL was established by Security Council Resolution 1509 of September 

19, 2003, to support the implementation of the cease-fire agreement and 
the peace process; protect United Nations staff, facilities, and civilians; sup-
port humanitarian and human rights activities; as well as assist in national 
security reform, including national police training and formation of a new, 
restructured military (UNMIL 2009a).

12. Mention has already been made of the League of Nation and the USA’s 
involvement under the Barclay administration; in Chap. 7, I discuss the 
role of international consultants in Liberian ministries.

13. As of January 31, 2009, the UN had 11,963 total uniformed personnel, 
including 10,595 troops, 167 military observers, and 1201 police, sup-
ported by 489 international civilian personnel, 975 local staff, and 206 UN 
volunteers (UNMIL 2009b).
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CHAPTER 5

Producing State Effects: Everyday Practices 
and Diplomacy in the UN Security Council

IntroductIon

The UN Security Council (UNSC) is the executive decision-making arena 
of the United Nations. Not only do the Council’s decisions have effects 
across the world, from big capitals to small villages in isolated rural areas 
(as in Liberia)—its decision-making is also to a considerable extent affected 
by big politics. The Council produces far-reaching and extensive policy, 
but has an inward focus. Although this chapter does not deal specifically 
with the Security Council’s handling of issues regarding Liberia per se, it 
takes up important properties of the Council, thereby also shedding light 
on the dynamics of peacebuilding activities in Liberia. Without this 
decision- making body, there would be no such thing as UN peacekeeping 
missions and UN peacebuilding. The UNSC is empowered to make legiti-
mate and binding decisions manifested in its resolutions, which can include 
a mandate for a peacekeeping mission like the United Nations Mission in 
Liberia (UNMIL). Such resolutions are at the core of the Council’s 
responsibility for maintaining international stability and security, and pro-
vide direction for activities on the ground in peacebuilding processes, as in 
Liberia.

We cannot analyze decision-making processes in the UN Security 
Council without studying the connections, discussions, and concerns 
emerging in the field—but it is also essential to transcend the purely local 
situation. This requires immersion in the orientation frames of the actors 
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working in the UNSC, as well as an understanding of the Council’s con-
stitutive elements as part of peacebuilding as a global institutionalization 
process.

It is easy to forget that this Council is also a bureaucratic forum affected 
by global processes of institutionalization. Here, the institutionalization 
process is first and foremost a matter of how the states of the world man-
age to come together, agree on issues, and in the end reach binding deci-
sions. In practice, UNSC resolutions are often the result of a 
consensus-making process focused primarily on an efficient Council, and 
only secondarily on the actual needs of the situation.

Institutional-organizational designs shape the Security Council’s deci-
sions in significant ways. In this chapter, I show how, even in a highly 
formalized diplomatic setting like the UNSC, informal processes are cen-
tral to understanding how states operate, as well as how the Council itself 
functions. When concepts, norms, terms, and intentions are included in 
the Council’s resolutions or mandates, that gives power and legitimacy to 
activities in the field. The decision-making process in the UNSC is thus an 
essential part of the making of connections and disconnections and the 
making of bureaucratic taxonomies. I explored how people in Liberia and 
officials in the UN bureaucracy in New York had to relate to the content 
of Security Council resolutions while also trying to get activities and con-
cerns included into new mandates and resolutions. This way of making 
connections and disconnections could be grasped by studying peacebuild-
ing through the lens of ownershipping (see also Chaps. 6 and 8).

The Council produces and formalizes the intentions that must be trans-
lated and adapted to local contexts. Intentions, translation, and negotia-
tion can all cause friction—and are aspects that can be grasped analytically 
through ownershipping. This chapter constitutes an important part of the 
argument about franchised states, for two main reasons: because it is from 
the UNSC that peacekeeping and peacebuilding evolved to become the 
substantial and powerful field and instrument that they are today; and 
because this politically overarching decision-making arena of the UN is 
primarily occupied with maintaining international peace and security.

Nearly two-thirds of all the Security Council resolutions adopted in 
2012 concerned threats to international peace and security. Most of these 
resolutions concerned the 14 peacekeeping operations and the 13 sanc-
tions regimes, mainly in Africa. The events, activities, and decisions made 
in the Security Council have a trickle-down effect that frames the rest of 
the field I investigate, in Liberia as well as in the UN bureaucracy in 
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New York. That makes it important to establish a clear understanding of 
what this Council does, how it works and how it produces such 
frameworks.

Today the UN has 193 member-states, all with the same rights in the 
General Assembly. However, responsibility for maintaining world peace 
and international security lies exclusively with the 15 member-states that 
constitute the sole organ empowered to adopt resolutions internationally 
binding on all member-states: the UN Security Council. This chapter 
explains the role that the Security Council plays in organizing and shaping 
peacebuilding activities through decision-making. To make sense of the 
emergent properties of the global institutionalization, it is important to 
understand how the UN’s executive decisions are made, and the constitu-
tive elements of its decision-making process. How these decisions then 
trickle down in the hierarchy, influencing, organizing, and shaping the 
organization’s peacebuilding activities, is a theme that will recur in the 
following chapters.

dIplomacy and World polItIcs

Without qualitative studies of delegates’ everyday practices, the UNSC 
may give the impression of being a formalized and static decision-making 
body. After all, it expresses itself through established channels like resolu-
tions, presidential statements, and press statements, and conducts its 
meetings in a special chamber, behind two security checkpoints. The 
Council may appear to be managed by delegates who are “humorless 
automatons” dressed in correct and anonymous business attire, imper-
sonal and working solely as representatives of their states (Herzfeld 1992, 
p. 1). However, rushing between buildings, chambers, and offices in mid-
town New York in order to meet and talk with diplomats, I came to realize 
that a focus on the internal dynamics between the delegates in the UNSC 
could reveal more about the rationale behind the Council’s decisions and 
its autonomy—essential for understanding sovereignty as a template in 
international politics.

My entry point to this field was Norway’s UNSC membership in 
2001/2002, and its actions and behavior in the Council during these 
years. Mary Douglas (1986), Bruno Latour (1993) and others have shown 
how faith is part of modernity; Michael Herzfeld (1992) has argued that 
modern bureaucracies, despite differences of scale, are no more rational 
than traditional societies, and that national bureaucracies cannot be 
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 understood without including internal dynamics and “culture.” Further, 
Cris Shore (2005, p. 235) notes the importance of examining “culture” to 
better understand states and organizations. Writing about the develop-
ment of diplomacy, Iver B. Neumann emphasizes the relevance of such a 
cultural-analytical perspective: “If one views world politics as an histori-
cally emerging and social phenomenon, then diplomacy plays a key role in 
it” (2003, p. 342). Studying diplomacy is important, he argues, not only 
for understanding international relations but also for understanding the 
state (2013, p. 2). The study of world politics should be more concerned 
with diplomacy, the engine room of international politics (Sending et al. 
2015). Ole Jacob Sending argues for the need to study the liquid features 
of authority to account for global authority and pockets of solid authority 
in international diplomacy (2017).

Here we find an entry point for a typical anthropological field where it 
is possible to study the details of actual life in order to answer some of the 
big questions. Moving from national to international bureaucracy, a dis-
cussion of why it is necessary to include informal processes in order to 
understand how the UNSC works is important. I found that, rather than 
becoming paralyzed when faced with inconsistent demands as described 
by Brunsson (2002, p. 13), the Council manages to deal with such chal-
lenges, by means of informal processes. Delegates entered these informal 
processes with a profound faith in the UN and its mandate, and being part 
of the parade became an important goal for delegations (see also Schia 
2013, 2015).

the makIng of the un securIty councIl

The composition of the Council has had consequences for the evolution 
of peacekeeping/peacebuilding. No UN peacekeeping mission may be 
deployed without a mandate from the Security Council. The composition 
of the Security Council reflects the global balance of the world back in 
1946, so let me offer a brief description of why the Council was estab-
lished and the rationale underlying its composition. The formal structures 
of the Security Council (constitution, power structures, agenda, members, 
etc.) were determined in 1946 when the Council was established. 
However, it was built on experiences from the League of Nations, a prior 
attempt at organizing international security. The idea was to achieve peace 
through the commitment of all member-states to mediate in the Council 
of the League before a dispute erupted into open conflict. Furthermore, 
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the Council of the League was mandated to impose sanctions and eco-
nomic boycott of countries deemed responsible for conflicts.

The term “collective security” was central here: the principle that all 
member-states should respond with collective action against any country 
that threatened the security of another state (Sütterlin 1995, p. 2). The 
League of Nations was in many ways equivalent to today’s UN Security 
Council. The League was active during the 1920s, but with the worsening 
of the international situation in the 1930s, there were conflicts, like Italy’s 
attack on Abyssinia in 1935, that the League was not able to deal with or 
process. Several of the great powers of the time later withdrew from the 
League of Nations. It became increasingly irrelevant, bereft of the legiti-
macy it needed in order to play its intended role in world politics. Due to 
the formal terms in the rules of procedure, difficulties began already from 
day one, as the USA withdrew from cooperation even before the League 
became operational.1

On April 8, 1946, the League met for the last time, to finalize the deci-
sion on its liquidation. By then, the victors of World War II had joined 
forces to form the United Nations, which was established on October 24, 
1945, building on lessons from the League of Nations. In order to avoid 
the same fate as the League of Nations, the idea of “collective security” 
backed by sanctions was abandoned. Additionally, the new UN Security 
Council was equipped with five permanent members with veto power: the 
USA joined the Council as a permanent member together with China, 
France, the UK, and the USSR [later: the Russian Federation].

The mandate, functions, and tasks of the Security Council are formal-
ized in the UN Charter, signed on June 26, 1945. The Charter defines the 
Security Council’s mission with regard to maintaining international peace 
and security, where a peacekeeping mission is the organization’s strongest 
muscle. The Charter further specifies that the Security Council shall at all 
times consist of 15 members. Besides the P5, the ten remaining members 
are to be elected by the General Assembly.2 Elected members on two-year 
commitments fill these ten seats; and an outgoing member-state cannot be 
re-elected immediately after its membership period has ended. Each 
 member of the Security Council has one vote. Resolutions are adopted 
with nine votes or more, but must include the votes of the five permanent 
members, the P5. Security Council resolutions are binding under interna-
tional law. The Council shall, at the request of the Secretary-General, 
determine for each case whether there exists a threat to international peace 
and security, as well as determining the types of solutions it recommends 
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for dealing with a potential threat. Furthermore, the Council is mandated 
to request members to apply economic sanctions as well as other nonvio-
lent methods to stop an aggressor. If these means fail to work, the Council 
may call for the use of military force against the aggressor. The Charter 
also authorizes the Council to recommend new members and propose 
new candidates for the post of Secretary-General to the General Assembly.

Rules of Procedure

The Rules of Procedure of the Security Council were established at its first 
meeting, on January 17, 1946. Later, there have been a few changes or 
amendments.3 Included in this text are rules for meeting, agenda settings, 
presidency, representation and accreditation, secretariat, voting, and offi-
cial languages. Additionally, the procedural rules provide guidelines on 
whether the Council should hold closed or open meetings, how to address 
new members, how to cooperate with other UN agencies, and more. In 
the following I present the main points in these Rules of Procedure.

Presidency

The members rotate, in alphabetical order by the English name of their 
country, in assuming responsibility for the presidency of the Council. Each 
president is to sit for one calendar month at a time. The tasks include act-
ing as chairperson for the Council and representing the Council externally, 
including through presidential statements. Such presidential statements 
must be approved unanimously by the Security Council, but, as they are 
not binding under international law, they are regarded as weaker than 
Council resolutions—as well as being easier to conclude. When the 
Security Council deals with matters that directly affect the president’s own 
country, the next member in alphabetical order assumes the presidency 
while the case is being dealt with.

Meetings

The Rules of Procedure set out five points concerning Council meetings: 
how the president shall call meetings, when the president shall convene 
meetings, the maximum permissible interval between meetings, where the 
Security Council shall meet, and that the president may convene meetings 
whenever he or she deems necessary (but not more than fourteen days shall 
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elapse between each session). The president shall convene a meeting if one 
or more of the member-states so requests, or if a conflict or a situation 
threatening international peace and security is reported to the Council.4 
The General Assembly may also take the initiative to a Council meeting by 
requesting that the Council treat a situation under Article 11.5 In addition, 
the Secretary-General may also ask the Council to meet if he/she believes 
that there exists a situation that may threaten international peace and secu-
rity.6 Meetings of the Council shall normally be held in the UN building, 
but any member of the Security Council may propose another venue. 
Council meetings are normally to be public, unless otherwise decided.

Council Agenda

The Secretary-General is obliged to make the members of the Security 
Council aware of all communications from states, UN agencies or the 
Secretary-General that deal with issues affected by UN Charter regula-
tions. Council meeting agendas are to be drawn up by the Secretary- 
General and approved by the president of the Council. Besides cases that 
have previously been dealt with by the Council, this is the procedure for 
getting the Council’s attention. Members of the Security Council are to 
receive the meeting agenda from the Secretary-General no less than three 
days prior to the actual meeting. In emergency situations, exceptions can 
be made, and the agenda may be sent out together with the invitation to 
the meeting in question. Approval of the agenda is to be the first item of 
the meeting. Meetings are to be conducted by the Council president; 
exceptionally, however, the Council may appoint a commission, a commit-
tee or a referent in order to deal with the case more thoroughly. Proposals 
on matter of principle and draft resolutions shall have precedence. Voting 
is to be conducted in accordance with the relevant articles of the UN 
Charter. According to the Charter, for a motion to be considered adopted, 
it must get 9 or more votes from among the 15 members, but 5 of this 
number must be the votes of the P5. If any of the P5 vote(s) against a 
motion, that motion is not considered adopted.

Transparency

The Council’s meetings are, as mentioned, to be public unless the Council 
decides differently. As regards Council documents and reports, the 
Secretary-General will provide a list of documents that have been kept 
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confidential so that the Council can vote on which of these documents 
shall be made available to other members of the UN, which shall be made 
public, and which should remain confidential. Thus, the Council itself 
determines the degree of public transparency: it may decide to meet in 
special premises and to keep the minutes of its meetings and other docu-
ments confidential.

the un securIty councIl and InternatIonal 
relatIons

There are three main approaches to the study of order in international 
relations. Two traditional approaches oppose each other: Realpolitik (see 
Morgenthau 1973[1948]; de Vattel 1916[1758]; Waltz 1979), and the 
liberalistic tradition (see Bull 1977; Grotius 1853; Keohane and Nye 
1977; Wendt 1999). However, as both approaches use the state system as 
their entry point, they do have a common feature. The third approach 
builds on an understanding of order and social practices as regularity in 
interaction, and provides opportunities for thinking about global politics 
without taking the state as the point of departure.

This chapter is inspired by the third tradition. It may offer new perspec-
tives, as the literature on the UNSC and international organizations has 
otherwise tended to take formal structure as its starting point (see 
Ambrosetti 2012; Bailey and Daws 1998[1975]; Bedjaoui 1994; Hurd 
1997, 1999, 2007; Kirgis 1995; Malone 2004; Prantl 2005; Schweigman 
2001). Anthropological literature on the UN is rare, but we may note 
Ronald Niezen and Maria Sapignoli’s edited volume Palaces of Hope 
(2017), The Network Inside Out by Annelise Riles (2001), Sally Engle 
Merry’s Human Rights and Gender Violence (2006), Christina Garsten 
and Kerstin Jacobsson’s “Transparency and Legibility in International 
Institutions: the UN Global Compact and Post-Political Global Ethics” 
(2011), and Michael Barnett’s “Peacekeeping, Indifference, and Genocide 
in Rwanda” (1999), as well as works by Amitav Ghosh (1994) and Ilana 
Feldman (2010). Kishore Mahbubani’s The Permanent and Elected 
Council Members is also an interesting read on relations, in theory and 
practice, among the members of the UNSC (2004). The best ethnogra-
phy on the UNSC is probably Andrew Boyd’s Fifteen Men on a Powder 
Keg: A History of the UN Security Council; however, it was published in 
1971, and the UNSC is very different today. As some of these authors and 
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others have argued, it is difficult to understand organizations solely 
through a focus on structure, pretending that these exist independently of 
the actors that constitute the various positions in the structures. The 
Council’s inclination towards consensus-making offers a fruitful perspec-
tive on its internal dynamics.

consensus-makIng

At a meeting that took place in 2013 in one of the corner offices on the 
40th floor of the Manhattan building that houses the Norwegian perma-
nent delegation to the UN, I asked a Norwegian delegate about his 
views on how delegations could exert influence in the Council. He 
started to talk about informal processes and channels, outlining the kinds 
of informal options the delegates could use in their work with the 
UNSC. Simply phoning delegates from other Council delegations or the 
lead country about a certain process, he explained, was an effective way 
of influencing a process even before it had actually been started. 
Furthermore, delegates often talked with the president of the UNSC 
about the creation of the monthly program. This was seen as an oppor-
tunity to inform and influence the Council agenda. Delegates could also 
tell the president that they would like to have a resolution on a certain 
topic, that they would like to see a UNSC text on a topic, or that the 
UNSC should arrange an “Arria meeting.”7

Another example of how informal practice may provide an opportunity 
to exert influence in the Council is the role of the penholder. Around 
2008, three of the permanent five—France, UK, and the USA (“the 
P3”)—began a new division of labor that evolved into a new informal 
system, or practice. As a result of the increasing workload in the Council, 
the P3—seen by many delegates and others as especially active among the 
P5 as regards legislation—began dividing situations that emerged on the 
agenda among themselves and claiming the role as penholder, that is, the 
de facto leader on an issue. This role includes taking the initiative on all 
aspects concerning the situation in question and the drafting of possible 
resolutions. The penholder produces a draft that the P3 usually agree on 
before they start the often painstaking process of negotiations with Russia 
and China. Thereafter, the text is circulated to the elected members, who 
usually are discouraged from making amendments after what may be a 
fragile consensus has been achieve among the P5. The penholder on issues 
pertaining to Liberia has been the USA.
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Although these arrangements have been informal and unwritten, they 
seem to have become institutionalized to the extent that changing this prac-
tice will be difficult. In 2012 Portugal, an elected member of the Council, 
chaired the body dealing with Council working methods. When Portugal 
proposed changing this practice into a system where all members would get 
an opportunity to be penholders or co-penholders, the Council was unable 
to reach consensus, and the idea was dropped. Thus, the gap between the 
permanent and the elected members seem to have increased substantially 
through informal processes and practices in the Council.8 The penholder 
arrangement contributes to the marginalization of the elected members, 
preventing a more democratic distribution of burden, diversity, and dynam-
ics in important matters. This imbalance between the “P3” (France, the 
UK, and the USA), the “P2” (China and Russia)—together the “P5” (the 
permanent five veto-power states)—and “E10” (the elected ten member-
states) seems to have become further segmented over the past decade. It can 
be argued that, in practice, the Council has become a battlefield of interests 
between the P5, where the will of the Council boils down to what these five 
permanent members see as being in their own best interest. These five pos-
sess considerable institutional power vis-à-vis the ten elected members—
which is utilized in the internal and informal decision-making processes and 
preliminary negotiations of upcoming resolutions, for instance.

In addition, the UN building offers various informal meeting areas for 
Council members: the canteen, lobby, café, and delegates’ lounge. There 
are two categories of spaces—formal and informal—with diametrically 
opposing functions. The main arena, the UNSC Chamber, is the formal 
meeting room. This is where the Council’s official positions and state-
ments are produced. Meetings here are usually open to other UN staff and 
UN missions outside the Council, as well as to the public. Delegates read 
out their countries’ statements and cast votes. Minutes are always written 
and distributed. The second space is a small meeting room with enough 
chairs only for the ambassadors and a few delegates. Meetings here are 
conducted under Chatham House Rules: no observers, and no minute- 
taking. Because it is not considered good form to quote from discussions 
that have taken place in the room, “this room allows for creativity and 
personality” (fieldnotes, Interviewee 3, November 6, 2002).

At the same time, the P3 are generally seen as dominating the doxa in 
the Council through cultural capital and their power to define situations 
through the role as penholders. This emerges as even more skewed when 
we consider the composition of the Council and how it has become dis-
connected from the current global balance of power. The world is becom-
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ing more and more integrated in the economic field, accompanied by 
dynamic shifts and changes of power from the old great powers to the new 
ones—but this is not reflected within the field of international peace and 
security and peacebuilding, certainly not in the Council. Nevertheless, 
there is strong consensus among the P5 about the importance of the 
Council with regard to the legitimacy of these five countries in the field of 
international peace and security.

I became curious about the internal dynamics, the patterned ways of 
doing things, of the Council and how the informal processes had conse-
quences for the internal culture and practices in the Council—and thus 
also for peacekeeping and peacebuilding activities in Liberia. John Van 
Maanen has highlighted the study of informal processes and activities as 
one of four key areas for organizational anthropology, in particular the 
focus on how informal processes may or may not “resist or oppose what is 
organizationally prescribed—at times even buttress official procedures—
but it flows from a logic of institutionally segmented and stratified groups 
trying to accomplish what they regard as their real work” (2001, p. 242). 
This can help shed light on the internal dynamics and the production of 
official Security Council statements, mandates, and resolutions. In Chap. 
6, I trace the intended and unintended consequences of the implementa-
tion of such Security Council resolutions in Liberia.

The internal dynamics of the UNSC’s informal processes seem to favor 
the permanent members and countries familiar with the work style of the 
Council. The internal dynamics of the UNSC have evolved through prac-
tice and custom over more than 60 years. The P5 have had delegations 
working in the Council since it was established and have therefore played 
a more dominant role in defining good practice and style related to peace-
building, as well as to other UN activities, than the case for other UN 
member-states. However, such practices and actions generate social pat-
terns that could alter the distribution of power in the UNSC, making it 
even less representative than initially defined in the Charter. How does this 
affect the decisions, resolutions, and mandates of the Security Council?

potent small states?
Related to the main problem under discussion here is the question of 
whether small states can exert influence on international politics, where 
there exists no legitimate sovereign power. The UN Security Council is 
the arena that most resembles such an actor and one can study small states 
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and their roles in shaping internationally legitimate resolutions. Because 
UNSC resolutions constitute the overarching framework for peacebuild-
ing activities in Liberia, this is a particularly relevant aspect to study in 
seeking a better understanding of peacebuilding as a global process. This 
point applies also for drawing conclusions on how the UNSC works, as 
well as on how its actions concern peacebuilding in Liberia (see Chap. 6) 
and the other way around (see Chap. 8).

Power

Of the many different types of councils, agencies, and assemblies of the 
UN, the Security Council stands out because it can follow up its decisions 
by mandating the use of force. The Security Council was initially based on 
a compromise about maintaining the interests of the great powers on the 
one hand and the principle of state sovereignty and equality on the other. 
Further, the Council was organized in order to be both as legitimate and 
efficient as possible. As we shall see, these compromises have had signifi-
cant consequences for its decision-making process. In San Francisco in 
1945, the victors of World War II managed to legitimize the tensions 
between an understanding of all states as sovereign and equal on the one 
hand, and on the other hand the institutionalization of a skewed distribu-
tion in terms of weighting of votes. The great powers were tactically savvy: 
they recognized the importance of a legitimate Security Council, but they 
also demanded veto powers. The veto question attracted considerable 
attention and was controversial at the San Francisco Conference in 1945. 
Nonetheless, in the negotiations the great powers managed to secure their 
privileges and the veto relatively easily. Ian Hurd (2003) believes that one 
main reason was that disagreements between the various states primarily 
concerned details in the formulations of the UN Charter itself.

The term “collective security” was not regarded as political, so there 
was no fundamental disagreement as to special power status for the great 
powers:

The foundational concept “collective security” was not at all controversial at 
San Francisco despite the significant institutional inequality that it implied. 
Quite the opposite the essential matter of great-power superiority was 
accepted as legitimate by the small and medium states, and formed the foun-
dation upon which a legitimized but unequal Security Council was built. 
(Hurd 2003, p. 3)
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This was to be the main source of the position of the P5 in the system 
under the Cold War and then throughout the 1990s. Even today there is 
little to indicate that their veto powers will be discontinued in the near 
future. Most countries in the world accept UNSC resolutions as legiti-
mate, even though the underlying decision-making process is not par-
ticularly democratic. Ian Hurd describes how international organizations 
are not dependent on democratic outcomes to achieve legitimacy: 
“ certain kinds of deliberative procedures [are] potentially very impor-
tant” (2003, p. 1). He further explains how international organizations 
maintain legitimacy with their audiences. Particularly interesting is his 
emphasis on certain forms of counseling processes, with less weight on 
the importance of democratic outcomes in terms of creating legitimacy. 
In line with Hurd, we can conclude that it is not democratic processes 
that provide the Security Council with its legitimacy and serve to justify 
its existence.

That makes it all the more relevant to focus on the degree of consensus 
concerning the decision-making processes when searching for sources of 
the Council’s legitimacy, by exploring the decision-making process and 
how this in practice relates to the standardized formal structure. I found 
that much of the Security Council’s work takes place in informal forums, 
and that these practices have been shaped over many decades. But then we 
must ask whether the Council still functions in accordance with the initial 
intention. This calls to mind the question posed by Barnett and Finnemore 
“Do international organizations really do what their creators intended 
them to do?” (1999).

There might be a difference between the factors that legitimize the 
outcomes of the Council externally, anchored in the 1945 agreement on 
the consultative processes (the formal processes), and how this work takes 
place in informal processes.9 This calls for investigation of the relationship 
between the formal decision-making procedures and the informal part of 
the work. If it is true that the legitimacy of international organizations is 
based on specific forms of procedures, then it is important to understand 
how these procedures work in practice. If the codified procedural rules 
differ from the informal decision-making processes, we may have to revisit 
Hurd’s conclusion as to the legitimacy of international organizations. 
Perhaps the Council’s legitimacy is maintained by the dynamics between 
the formal and the informal, as this dynamic ensures both legitimacy as 
well as the ability to solve institutional problems or obstacles. If so, Hurd’s 
conclusion remains valid, but it would need to include informal processes. 
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In order to investigate this further, let us turn to the connections between 
the formal and the informal processes, to see how they overlap.

Unlike the elected member-states, the permanent member-states have 
the advantage of being continuously present on the Council, thereby 
acquiring but also designing the unique metis-knowledge required for 
navigating efficiently there. The P5 dominate the Security Council not 
only through the formal structure and their veto power, but also through 
the informal working methods and through their superior know-how or 
cultural capital. They can master the activities of governing in the Council 
better than the elected members.

This makes the distribution of power even more skewed as regards how 
Council membership reflects the current world situation. Pessimists high-
light that the informal consultations act to weaken the legitimacy of the 
Council through a deficiency of transparency. Optimists point out that 
informal consultations grease the machinery that helps the Council to 
function effectively and thereby also acquire and maintain legitimacy. 
Already in 1946, the importance of informal consultations was noted by a 
clear-sighted Norwegian representative: “Norway thought that if the 
Council could not hold closed meetings, informal meetings would be 
held, and this would tend to even greater secrecy” (cited in Bailey and 
Daws 1998, p. 10).

In the formalized system of informal consultations, we find an arena 
that safeguards the existential dilemma of the Council: that between 
enforcing the formal constitution on the one hand while safeguarding 
international peace and security in a constantly changing, pluralistic world 
on the other:

“formal informals” […] are perhaps the single most important procedural 
loophole in the functioning of the Security Council. As the representative 
from France said in 1994: “[i]nformal meetings are not even real Council 
meetings; they have no official existence, and are assigned no number. Yet it 
is in these meetings that all the Council’s work is carried out.” There are no 
written records, and only Council members and certain Secretariat staff may 
attend.10

Already in 1946 the Norwegian representative identified this concern—
and also recognized the danger of a closed and secret Security Council that 
would produce most of its decisions in a completely informal arena. The 
closed, internal consultations are thus legitimized by the way they are con-
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nected with, or integrated in, the formal system. Furthermore, we have 
seen how this arrangement also legitimizes power potentials for the P5 in 
the Security Council’s decision-making process, beyond the formalized 
distribution of power.

The previous sections showed how the power potentials in the informal 
processes become invisible when the focus is solely on the formal proce-
dures. This logic is in many ways conditioned by the institutional organi-
zation of the Security Council, so its members need to be flexible in order 
to maintain the legitimacy and effectiveness of the Council. This also 
means that Security Council resolutions and mandates might be skewed in 
relation to realities in the field; Chaps. 6, 7, and 9 explore intended and 
unintended consequences pertaining to the implementation of such 
Security Council resolutions in Liberia.

The continued existence of the Security Council depends on its rele-
vance in international politics through the adoption of resolutions. As 
explained, resolutions require sizable agreement in the Council: nine 
votes, including the support of all five permanent members. This respon-
sibility rests on the delegates and involves a patchwork or jigsaw puzzle of 
instructions from the various countries instructions. The solving of these 
puzzles is often kept internal within the Council, through informal pro-
cesses. Next to the ministerial instructions and desires for influencing pro-
cesses, responsibility for the Security Council’s legitimacy is a vital aspect 
of the work of the delegations. Within the field of peacekeeping and 
peacebuilding, there have in fact been a few major crises concerning the 
Council and its legitimacy—notably, the UN’s inability to halt the geno-
cide in Rwanda in 1994. The decision to support regime change in Libya 
also represented a weakening of the Council’s legitimacy related to the 
maintenance of international peace and security. This situation demon-
strated the difficulties entailed in combining a UN mandate and legitimacy 
with regime change. A more recent example has been the humanitarian 
crisis in Syria.

The legitimacy of the Council must constantly be maintained, defended, 
and further developed, building an efficient decision-making process, a 
consensus focus and the ability to produce resolutions. Influence is thus 
conditional on the relationship between each delegation’s instructions and 
the Security Council’s working methods.

I have described elsewhere (Schia 2013) how Norway was concerned 
that the consensus focus in the decision-making process could involve a 
dilution of Norwegian foreign policy. Consequently, it could also be 
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argued that Norway was merely tagging along—and the explanation for 
such behavior may lie in the working procedures of the Council.

Being a member of the UN Security Council involves a responsibility 
for its legitimacy and efficiency, as well as for representing the national 
interests of one’s country. This creates a substantial demand for informal 
processes, in turn, opening the way for a third culture in the Council. This 
third culture placed constraints on the member countries (Schia 2017).

The Security Council has, through its almost 70 years of existence, sur-
vived several major international changes. Its informal processes create an 
organizational plasticity that provides the delegates with opportunities for 
dealing with and managing many different and often conflicting  interests 
and interfaces at the same time. Through a common platform for discus-
sion in the informal processes, its diplomats can test the strength of their 
arguments and arrive at decisions acceptable to all parties. However, as we 
have seen, the P5 are privileged—and not only because of their formal veto 
power. Their permanent membership empowers them to define the doxa as 
well as setting the pace of the Council.11 In this way, the elected members 
can be kept fairly powerless through cultural capital and practices used in 
informal processes (see Schia 2013, 2017; Pouliot 2016a, b).

hoW the unsc contrIbutes to constItutIng 
peacebuIldIng as a socIal fIeld

International organizations like the UN, the World Bank, and the IMF 
produce action plans and programs for countries, and their people, around 
the world. When a democratic state produces schemes and plans, it is, in 
principle, accountable to its legislative assembly and its citizens. Similarly, 
delegates to the UNSC are, in theory, answerable to their home countries. 
The internal dynamics within the Council, however, are autonomous and 
accountable to no one. Once in the game, delegates from the elected 
countries (as opposed to the five permanent members) tend to abide by 
the informal rules, and responsibility towards their home countries 
becomes overshadowed by responsibility towards the Council.

This chapter has investigated how the countries of the world manage to 
come together and make plans, programs, and resolutions in the 
UNSC.  Since studying the positions of the various countries in formal 
Council meetings reveals little about how this happens, I chose to focus 
on actors representing member-states in the UNSC and the rules of the 
game in the informal parts of the decision-making process. This focus 
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revealed how the UNSC’s introspective way of seeing comes from the 
organization’s internal dynamics, its internal working culture and interac-
tion patterns, which have evolved over more than six decades. We have 
seen how the internal dynamics put constraints on the delegations. To be 
able to exert influence in the Council, some elected delegations, paradoxi-
cally, have had to adapt so much that their own foreign policy at times 
became paralyzed. The production of mandates and resolutions concern-
ing peacekeeping and peacebuilding operations is dominated by this 
dynamic, making these statements and documents somewhat skewed with 
respect to realities on the ground. In Liberia I explored, through the lens 
of ownershipping, emergent properties pertaining to this setup (see Chaps. 
6, 7 and 9) and how this institutional skewness or asymmetry produced 
bureaucratic catching-up activities (see Chap. 8).

By being able to establish accepted mindsets, patterns of interaction, 
and definitions of internal dynamics through good practices, the P5 
emplace constraints on the elected member-states in the Council (Schia 
2017). This implies that the P5 have possibilities for acting as an authori-
tarian group within the UNSC to an extent exceeding the power provided 
by their formal veto alone. Political horse-trading and power struggles 
may easily come to dominate how cases are dealt with in the UNSC. The 
rules of the game further indicate that the focus on big politics and rela-
tions among the members of the UNSC are more important than the 
interests of the intended recipients of its plans and resolutions. Supporting 
the consensus focus lies at the heart of Council activities, so the Council 
can be understood as a battlefield of interests first and foremost among its 
five permanent members—China, France, Russia, the UK, and the 
USA. Peacebuilding activities conducted by the UN will always be shaped 
by the lowest common denominator among these member-states, which 
in turn will depend on the national interests of these five. On the other 
hand, this battlefield of interests is underlain by a consensus about the 
significance of the Council and the legitimacy it can provide to the foreign 
policies of these countries. Additionally, as we will see in Chap. 8 on the 
headquarters of the UN bureaucracy, there are many nitty-gritty but 
important details or aspects concerning peacebuilding activities that are 
not sufficiently “tabloid” to be reported back to the capitals. Together 
with the rapid turnover in member-state delegates to the UNSC, this 
causes a tabloidization dynamic in UN peacebuilding, where sovereignty 
as a template organizes influences and shapes peacebuilding policies and 
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activities. Feedback and catching-up mechanisms from the field play only 
a marginal role.

Resolutions adopted by the Security Council are primarily concerned 
with the peacekeeping operations of the UN. Council decisions generally 
present intentions that have been expressed at the topmost executive level 
of the organization. Through UNSC resolutions, these intentions influ-
ence, guide, and affect peacebuilding activities around the world in 
 countries hosting UN peacekeeping missions. To explore peacebuilding as 
a global process, we must see what this Council does and how it actually 
works, if we are to understand the origin of the trickle-down and catching-
 up effects of the intentions behind the resolutions adopted by the Council.

The UNSC has an introspective focus but its policy reaches far; and there 
is a high likelihood of gaps between plans and the challenges to be resolved. 
What occupies the delegates working in the policy world determined by the 
Security Council is very different from the everyday focus and concerns of 
a peacebuilder working in Liberia. Activities in the Security Council are 
quite distinct from those on the ground, not least in Liberia. The Security 
Council is not a tool that can be used to solve conflicts, challenges, and 
problems on the ground: its main task is to reach compromises by incorpo-
rating various processes, ideals, and structural differences and providing a 
course for the way ahead. The informal rules of the game in the UNSC 
provide the Council with an inward focus while at the same time producing 
extensive and far-reaching policies. The distance between this level and the 
level where the conflicts, challenges, and problems have to be solved in 
practice is enormous, a huge gap. This is where the interface between the 
Liberian state apparatus and the international community can provide a 
bridge, a bridge that further constitutes Liberia as a franchised state.

This, in turn, triggers negotiations, connections, disconnections as well 
as solutions. The next chapter shows how bureaucracies fill such gaps by 
making connections and disconnections between systems that function 
according to divergent principles. We explore such phenomena through 
the lens of ownershipping, tracing what the consequences for the efficiency 
and sustainability of Security Council programs and resolutions in the 
implementation phase of peacebuilding on the ground.
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notes

1. Germany, Italy, Japan, the Soviet Union, and Spain (Germany was accepted 
into the League at a later stage than the others due to World War I) were 
among the great powers that withdrew from the League of Nations. In the 
USA, the Senate blocked President Woodrow Wilson’s ambitions to join 
the League of Nations.

2. Norway has been an elected member of the UNSC four times to date: 
1949–1950, 1963–1964, 1979–1980, and 2001–2002.

3. In 1946, 1947, 1950, 1969, 1974, and 1982 (http://www.un.org/
Docs/sc/scrules.htm; accessed June 4, 2004).

4. In accordance with Article 35 and Article 1 of the UN Charter. Article 35 
states:
(1) Any Member of the United Nations may bring any dispute, or any situ-
ation of the nature referred to in Article 34, to the attention of the Security 
Council or of the General Assembly. (2) A state which is not a Member of 
the United Nations may bring to the attention of the Security Council or 
of the General Assembly any dispute to which it is a party if it accepts in 
advance, for the purposes of the dispute, the obligations of pacific settle-
ment provided in the present Charter. (3) The proceedings of the General 
Assembly in respect of matters brought to its attention under this Article 
will be subject to the provisions of Articles 11 and 12.

Article 1: The Purposes of the United Nations are:

 1.  To maintain international peace and security, and to that end: to take 
effective collective measures for the prevention and removal of threats 
to the peace, and for the suppression of acts of aggression or other 
breaches of the peace, and to bring about by peaceful means, and in 
conformity with the principles of justice and international law, adjust-
ment or settlement of international disputes or situations which might 
lead to a breach of the peace;

 2.  To develop friendly relations among nations based on respect for the 
principle of equal rights and self-determination of peoples, and to take 
other appropriate measures to strengthen universal peace;

 3.  To achieve international co-operation in solving international problems of 
an economic, social, cultural, or humanitarian character, and in promoting 
and encouraging respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms 
for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion; and

 4.  To be a centre for harmonizing the actions of nations in the attainment 
of these common ends.

5. Article 11:

 HOW THE UNSC CONTRIBUTES TO CONSTITUTING PEACEBUILDING... 
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 1.  The General Assembly may consider the general principles of co-oper-
ation in the maintenance of international peace and security, including 
the principles governing disarmament and the regulation of arma-
ments, and may make recommendations with regard to such principles 
to the Members or to the Security Council or to both.

 2.  The General Assembly may discuss any questions relating to the main-
tenance of international peace and security brought before it by any 
Member of the United Nations, or by the Security Council, or by a 
state which is not a Member of the United Nations in accordance with 
Article 35, paragraph 2, and, except as provided in Article 12, may 
make recommendations with regard to any such questions to the state 
or states concerned or to the Security Council or to both. Any such 
question on which action is necessary shall be referred to the Security 
Council by the General Assembly either before or after discussion.

 3.  The General Assembly may call the attention of the Security Council to 
situations which are likely to endanger international peace and 
security.

 4.  The powers of the General Assembly set forth in this Article shall not 
limit the general scope of Article 10.

6. Article 99: The Secretary-General may bring to the attention of the 
Security Council any matter which in his opinion may threaten the main-
tenance of international peace and security.

7. The term derives from the practice of Ambassador Diego Arria of Venezuela 
and refers to informal meetings that the UNSC can arrange, mainly to 
meet with other delegations or NGOs or special representatives.

8. See: http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/monthly-forecast/2013-09/
in_hindsight_penholders.php

9. It is often said in the General Assembly that all important decisions are 
taken “in the Seventh Committee.” There are only six committees: the 
“seventh” is the lounge bar in the UN building.

10. Natalie Reid. http://globalpolicy.igc.org/security/informal/natalie.htm; 
accessed June 5, 2004.

11. As an extension, it would be pertinent to explore whether there is an infor-
mal “Permanent one” (P1) among the P5, as indicated by David Malone, 
editor of The UN Security Council: From the Cold War to the 21st Century 
(2004, p. 8).

5 PRODUCING STATE EFFECTS: EVERYDAY PRACTICES AND DIPLOMACY...
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CHAPTER 6

Implementing the Franchise

NGO Manager: Gender is mainstreamed into all activities. Gender is 
already at the heart of all our activities. We are now working on 

making gender more tangible.
Me: What does that involve?

NGO Manager: That’s what we are trying to find out.

IntroductIon

The UN Security Council has adopted several resolutions on peacebuild-
ing, the resolutions on women, peace, and security (UNSCR 1325, 1820, 
1888, and 1889) have drawn both attention and resources to peacebuild-
ing missions. How have they been implemented in Liberia? This chapter 
investigates that question, drawing on fieldwork conducted between 2007 
and 2010. During these fieldwork stays, I visited Women and Children 
Protection Sections and interviewed NGO workers, UN officials, and 
Liberian government officials.1 These were not long-term fieldwork stays: 
the chapter is based on observations, interviews, and conversations, inter-
preted and analyzed in relation to my long-term, studying-through field-
work at multiple sites.

The chapter explores how UN peacekeeping and peacebuilding proj-
ects touch ground in the host countries where they are operating: do they 
build on, take into account, and connect with existing structures? Or do 
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they bypass the political, historical, and social context in these countries? 
Such questions can best be dealt with by long-term anthropological field-
work involving a studying-through approach combined with a historical 
account. Having presented the inward focus of the arena that provides the 
overarching framework for UN peacekeeping and peacebuilding activities 
(Chap. 5), I now examine how this framework is unpacked at the imple-
mentation level in peacebuilding, by empirically exploring a project aimed 
at improving the situation of women and children in Liberia. As we will 
see, peacebuilding activities and practices in Liberia proved to be geared 
more towards international than national bureaucratic autonomy and hor-
izontal concerns. The result was a lopsided statebuilding process that con-
solidated relations between international organizations and the Liberian 
state apparatus—Liberia as a franchised state.

It emerged that the intentions incorporated in UNSC resolutions con-
cerning the security of women and children in post-conflict countries pre-
suppose existing and well-functioning state institutions. In real life, 
however, post-conflict countries tend to have poorly functioning state 
institutions, and in Liberia this situation revealed the paradox inherent in 
these resolutions. I proceed by describing how the effects of this paradox 
trickled down to the implementation level, with many activities and actors 
trying to establish what had been assumed to be pre-existing institutions. 
By empirically describing such activities in Liberia, this chapter contributes 
to my main argument about peacebuilding as a depoliticized statebuilding 
project that acts to constitute franchised states.

With the adoption of UNSC Resolution 1325 in 2000/2001, the situ-
ation of women and children in conflict and post-conflict situations 
became anchored within the international community as a core concern of 
UN peacebuilding activities. The intentions set out in Resolution 1325 
have since been followed up through the adoption of several additional 
related UNSC resolutions.2 Donor countries and international organiza-
tions have invested substantial resources and attention in seeking to realize 
the intentions in these resolutions. The result has been a top-down 
approach, where responding to donors, guidelines, and reporting about 
own activities has come to overshadow the initial intention, which was to 
improve the situation of women and children living in post-conflict 
countries.

Empirical examples from my fieldwork show how some projects 
intended to target the security of women and children in Liberia had little 
relevance to the actual concerns of the recipients and local realities. At the 
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recently established Women and Children Protection Sections (WACPS), 
I saw how such projects in the peacebuilding industry have served to limit 
the autonomy of certain groups, neglecting local or national preferences 
and social groups. These donor-country activities were disconnected: they 
involved the international level and the national-state apparatus, without 
recognizing the societal and historical particularities of Liberia. What mat-
tered was achieving the target numbers and measurements in line with the 
formal schemes established at the international level, adopted and autho-
rized by the UNSC.  On the ground, however, a great many everyday 
processes pertaining to justice and rule of law in Liberia were handled 
through what the international actors would brush aside as “customary 
justice structures.”

The donor-country projects discussed here were set up or organized in 
a way that made Liberian women and children peripheral—so peripheral 
that it made no sense to talk about them as recipients in relation to the 
formal schemes and policies. What mattered to the donors was tabulating 
results, like new office buildings, staff, budget, and equipment—while the 
local people continued to use their customary structures. These donor 
activities resulted in the reproduction of shadow state structures, leaving 
the new office buildings as empty shells, symbols of the peacebuilding 
process that was producing Liberia as a franchised state.

Background

I went to Liberia to study projects that aimed at restoring state apparatuses 
and the making of policies pertaining to this goal—what I expected to be 
a bottom-up study of processes related to the creation of national owner-
ship to the peacebuilding process there. But, traveling around the country 
in search of this, I came to realize that policy was being made elsewhere—
especially in New York. My bottom-up study was turning upside down.

Peacebuilding is a matter of institutionalization. And such institution-
alization should be understood as a process that unfolds simultaneously at 
many levels, through the making of connections and disconnections. In 
this process, various kinds of perspectives, knowledge, and topics get 
shipped up and down, back and forth—which is where ownershipping enters 
as an analytical perspective.

On several occasions during my fieldwork in New York and in Liberia, 
critics in the practitioner community pointed out how the efforts of inter-
national donors and the UN to combat conflicts and violence in Liberia 

 BACKGROUND 
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have been more adapted to the donors’ own agendas than to actual needs 
on the ground. Anthropological fieldwork that included a “studying- 
through” approach proved useful for capturing often-neglected aspects 
and emergent properties of peacebuilding. Seeing how the government of 
Liberia, the UN, and other practitioners worked to improve the security 
situation of people in Liberia is well suited as an empirical case for investi-
gating this, not least as regards the focus on justice and security reforms as 
a means of building peace.

Peacebuilding processes involve many different actors coming from dif-
ferent systems, organizations, and bureaucracies. This may affect the 
actors’ ability to listen, consult, and in general demonstrate greater under-
standing of a society in a post-conflict situation. In 2009, I traveled to 
Liberia on a research project initially aimed at studying how the interna-
tional community had been tackling gender-based violence there. 
However, it proved difficult to find updated information and literature on 
customary law and traditional practices in Liberia. The final report of the 
research project argued that there were, within the liberal peacekeeping/
building paradigm, few analytical tools that could be used to gain a solid 
understanding of the post-conflict country “from below.” This area 
remained a professional blind-spot, a gap in the efforts of the international 
peacekeeping/-building community to build sustainable peace in the 
country. Analyzing aspects of the peacebuilding process pertaining to 
UNSC Resolution 1325 through the lens of ownershipping made it possi-
ble to explore how this blind-spot could emerge.

SecurIty councIl reSolutIon 1325 
and PeaceBuIldIng

Recent decades have witnessed a remarkable growth in international 
peacebuilding assistance and ambitions to restore and rebuild war-torn 
states and societies. Security sector reform (SSR) training of civil, military, 
and police personnel in peacebuilding operations has combined to become 
an important meeting point between “doctrines” and implementation.

This peacebuilding trend came as a result of the changing nature of 
conflicts and the increasing effects of these conflicts on civilian popula-
tions. Women and children were recognized as especially vulnerable, 
because these conflicts severely affect their health, economy, and human 
rights (see, e.g., Heynes 2004; Swiss and Giller 1993). Gradually, putting 
pressure on the informal channels around the Security Council, Western 
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governments managed to promote an understanding of the importance of 
women’s experiences in civil wars and their active participation in peace-
building processes and post-conflict situations. The issue became recog-
nized internationally and, as part of the Security Council agenda, 
formalized in 2000 with UNSC Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and 
Security (UN S/RES/1325 2000).

Resolution 1325 was not adopted in a vacuum. The story can serve as 
a clear example of how thematic issues can be strengthened through main-
taining momentum and pressure. It was the result of an internally driven 
UN process promoting women’s rights, but the campaign behind it was 
also heavily influenced by external forces. The adoption of this resolution 
shows how elected member-states can influence the Council agenda by 
strategically choosing their agendas and reconfirm the internal dynamics 
of the Council described in Chap. 5.

With the passing of this resolution, and the follow-up resolutions 1820, 
1888, 1889, and 1960, gender issues and combating sexual violence 
became anchored at the core of UN peacekeeping missions. Increasingly, 
problems specific to women and children which had been ignored in the 
past were now being framed, addressed, and attended to by UN peace-
keepers and peacebuilders in peacekeeping missions.

The complexities and practical implications of the topic become increas-
ingly evident as we move through the organizational hierarchy from the 
executive decision-making level towards the implementation level. At the 
Security Council, the focus had been on formalizing the attention of 
peacebuilding on women and children through the adoption of Resolution 
1325. When peacebuilders set about implementing this resolution through 
activities in host countries, the effect was a change in the attention paid by 
the international community, making women, peace, and security an espe-
cially attractive area for Western governments to fund. However, the inter-
national community and donors have tended to measure the successes or 
failures of Resolution 1325-related projects and initiatives in cold figures, 
depriving local actors of autonomy—or, seen through the lens of owner-
shipping, disconnecting them from the process. The massive focus, and the 
considerable amounts of money suddenly invested, proved difficult to 
digest at the implementation level. This left the actors in Liberia—people 
working in UN offices, NGOs, Liberian organizations, and government as 
well as other international organizations present in the country—with the 
feeling that they had to have a policy on women, peace, and security. As 
pointed out by the NGO manager quoted at the beginning of this chapter, 
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gender was on the top of the agenda—but just what was this supposed to 
involve?

Viewed through the lens of ownershipping, many of the activities per-
taining to Resolution 1325 initiatives could be interpreted as an effect of 
an organizational overload or lopsidedness. For instance, one reaction at 
the implementation level took the form of Quick Impact Projects that 
could be featured in reports as well as on posters and banners, proving that 
something was being done. Traveling across vast distances of Liberia, to 
various counties and county capitals, I visited, observed, and discussed 
projects related to the peacebuilding process with Liberians, including 
members of the police forces. New buildings equipped with computers, 
diesel generators, and digital fingerprint readers had been constructed 
around the country. I was told that these innovations, together with cam-
paigns encouraging victims of violence to report the crimes to these newly 
established police sections, were intended to make a difference for the 
security situation of women and children. However, I also found that 
these computers, diesel generators, and fingerprint readers were rarely 
used by the police officers, and reports were generally not followed up 
through the other parts of the justice system. There had not been enough 
space to include the horizontal level: the views, backgrounds, and opin-
ions of the people who would actually be working with these tasks.

The result of this top-down peacebuilding approach was that local 
knowledge, routines, and traditions were disconnected from the process, 
leaving little or no interaction between levels. In terms of ownershipping, 
the situation emerged as a lopsided global process where local community 
skills in policing were systematically discredited or disconnected. This is 
one of the reasons why Resolution 1325 has only scratched the surface in 
Liberia. These unintended consequences have served to undermine other 
processes, placed in the shadow of this high-modernist rationality that 
uses sovereignty as a template for organizing peacebuilding activities 
which in fact presuppose the existence of certain state institutions. This 
has created a paradigm of large-scale schemes resembling those described 
by James Scott (1998), where approaches from below and the needs on the 
ground have been systematically neglected in the peacebuilding industry. 
This, in turn, has contributed to parallel state structures in the country 
and (re)producing Liberia as a franchised state.

Since the end of the conflict in Liberia, a main priority of the UN mis-
sion (UNMIL), UN agencies, NGOs, and INGOs has been to tackle the 
high levels of violence against women and children. This has also been a 
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priority of the Security Council, with its several resolutions on women, 
peace, and security since 2000. Central to the efforts in Liberia have been 
a series of rule-of-law reform initiatives, notably the establishment of 
Women and Children Protection Sections (WACPS) as units physically 
adjacent to over 30 police stations throughout the country, staffed by 
teams of police officers and dedicated to dealing with sexual and gender- 
based violence (SGBV).

This focus has led to a range of initiatives from the international com-
munity, including a joint UN/government of Liberia national strategy on 
the implementation of UNSC Resolution 1325 (see Government of 
Liberia 2009) and several campaigns aimed at raising awareness. All the 
same, the problem has remained. Few perpetrators have been brought to 
justice; even fewer have faced trial and been found guilty.

In September 2013, ten years after UNMIL was established, the UNSC 
once again extended the mandate of this mission. During the briefings, 
Liberia’s Minister of National Defense, Brownie Samukai; the Secretary- 
General’s Special Representative in Liberia and head of UNMIL, Karin 
Landgren; and the chair of the Liberia configuration of the Peacebuilding 
Commission, Ambassador Staffan Tillander, spoke of the limitations of the 
Liberian security forces, the limited resources of the police, and the dire 
need to develop a capable and accountable justice and security sector. 
While acknowledging and welcoming the country’s overall progress 
towards greater peace and stability, the Security Council underscored the 
continuing problems: “Women and girls in Liberia continue to face a high 
incidence of sexual and gender-based violence.”3 The Council further 
called on the government of Liberia for a continued focus, in coordination 
with UNMIL, on combating sexual violence and fighting impunity for 
perpetrators of such crimes, in order to improve the situation for the vic-
tims. The need for the government to “develop and sustain a self- sufficient, 
capable and competent security sector to build the confidence of all 
Liberians” was particularly emphasized.4

Much of the problem may lie in the fact that security of women and 
children has not been dealt with in the broader context of (re)building 
rule-of-law institutions as a whole, or by taking into account how local 
traditions and systems of justice administration work in practice. 
Furthermore, there is in supply-driven humanitarian and development aid 
a tendency to fund short-term projects that resonate with donors, at the 
expense of longer-term infrastructure projects. This has been apparent 
also in efforts to deal with rule-of-law institutions. Some critics have 
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argued how operating on a tabula rasa basis appears to be the preferred 
option of international reformers in the wake of armed conflicts (see, e.g., 
Jensen 2008).

It seemed as if implementation of policies aimed at dealing with vio-
lence against women in Liberia led to actions that served to reproduce the 
policies rather than improving the situation for women and children. 
There appeared to be a disconnection between the international level 
where policies were devised, and the historical, political, and social context 
(see Chap. 4) where these were implemented. Erik Jensen (2008) has 
argued that international donors and the UN often assume that nothing in 
the target country is functioning and that everything in the post-conflict 
environment will have to be built anew. Measures implemented are often 
ineffective or counterproductive, and peacebuilding actors are largely left 
to deal with the symptoms when compared with goals and aims as pre-
sented in Security Council resolutions.

Rather than exploring peacebuilding through an assumption that noth-
ing is working, I employ ownershipping to explore peacebuilding through 
bureaucratic complexities where ideas about sovereignty work as a tem-
plate for the making of taxonomies, connections, and disconnections. One 
implication that follows from this is that peacebuilding processes tend to 
create interfaces between systems that can be recognized by their actors. 
This in turn evokes social spaces that incorporate international actors and 
Liberian state actors. The activities are performed and organized in a way 
that builds relations between international actors and the state, further 
constituting Liberia as a franchised state.

gender ISSueS In PeacekeePIng and PoSt-conflIct 
lIBerIa

The determination of Liberia’s President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf in address-
ing gender issues together with the UN and including women in peace 
processes is widely seen as a major success. Indeed, in 2011, President 
Sirleaf was among the recipients of the Nobel Peace Prize. As stated by 
one commentator in the aftermath of the International Women’s 
Colloquium, “Liberia [is] Africa’s inspiration on gender equality” (Murimi 
2009).

Criminality was a major problem in 2013, and crime rates of violence 
against women also remained high.5 In 2009, rape was one of the most 
frequent crimes on the national police crime statistics; the frequency of 
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sexual exploitation of women was also reported to be high (UNMIL 
Office of the Gender Adviser 2009). The UN recognized that violence 
and abuse of women and children were a serious problem for the victims, 
as well as representing a comprehensive challenge for the Liberian govern-
ment and society at large. However, all this seemed to have no influence 
on the international image of Liberia as the success story of the interna-
tional community and UNSC Resolution 1325. If progress was not mea-
sured in terms of less crime, less violence, and better security for Liberians, 
how was it measured, then?

Implementation of UN Security Council Resolution 1325 
in Liberia

As a result of UNSC Resolution 1325, an Office of the Gender Advisor 
(OGA) was established in every UN mission, mandated to support, 
monitor, and coordinate implementation of 1325, and later also the 
other follow- up resolutions. But because this office did not have field 
officers, it became necessary to ensure that other sections had the requi-
site capacity and knowledge for implementing the content of the 
resolution(s).6 In Liberia, the Office of the Gender Advisor has played an 
important role in integrating gender issues into other UN and national 
guidelines, strategies, and action plans, as well as working with actors 
outside the UN mission. It has promoted gender policy recruitment and 
provided guidelines for training on gender, gender-based violence 
(GBV)7 for the armed forces of Liberia and the Liberian National Police. 
This work resulted, inter alia, in a gender advisor appointed to the police 
based in Monrovia. Furthermore, the Office of the Gender Advisor 
worked with NGOs present in Liberia and assisted a gender expert net-
work.8 The OGA has also worked closely with the government of Liberia 
and the Ministry of Gender, resulting in the Liberian National Action 
Plan on UNSC Resolution 1325.

This comprehensive four-year plan for 2009–2013, which incorporated 
some of the content of Resolutions 1325 and 1820, specified time-limits 
for implementation and was intended as a monitoring tool for the govern-
ment of Liberia and the UN in their work on promoting gender equality. 
It was the product of collaboration between the UN through the UN 
International Research and Training Institute for the Advancement of 
Women and UNMIL’s Office of the Gender Advisor, civil society organi-
zations, and the government of Liberia through the Ministry of Gender 
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and Development. The action plan also complemented the Poverty 
Reduction Strategy and the UN/Government of Liberia Joint Programs.

The action plan identified protection, prevention, participation, and 
empowerment as the four key areas for implementing the goals defined in 
UNSC Resolutions 1325 and 1820. Each pillar identified strategic issues 
and priority areas to be addressed, with expected outputs and indicators. 
Monitoring and impact evaluations were highlighted activities and encour-
aged the mainstreaming of the plan into other existing strategies such as 
the Poverty Reduction Strategy. In order to strengthen these activities, the 
action plan promoted an “Observatory” with participants from govern-
ment ministries, key women’s groups, the 1325 National Steering 
Committee, NGOs, and other relevant actors. The UN would monitor 
the four-year plan, but responsibility for implementation remained with 
the government of Liberia.9

Concerning security for women and children and the justice system, 
the action plan sought to promote an examination of the system in order 
to identify “gender blind codes of conduct underpinning the statutory 
and traditional systems.” It further stressed the necessity of greater col-
laboration between the Ministry of Justice and the judiciary, harmoniza-
tion of the statutory and traditional justice systems, and strengthening the 
capacity of the justice sector and the judiciary as so to improve access to 
justice for women and girls.

More than a decade after Resolution 1325 was passed and five years 
after the national action plan was launched, it might be assumed that 
implementation of 1325 had become systematically and widely incorpo-
rated in UN peacekeeping operations. Liberia, with a female president, a 
female UN SRSG (the only currently serving female SRSG), and the first 
all-female unit of UN peacekeepers (deployed by India), might give the 
impression of a post-conflict country where the content of 1325 was well 
implemented, with successful impacts.10 However, creating a foundation 
for legitimacy, accountability, sustainability, and putting an end to impu-
nity remains one of the most critical tasks for the Liberian government. 
The dimension of representation seems to have been much better devel-
oped than the security, safety, and welfare dimension (Mehler and Smith- 
Höhn 2006; Reisinger 2009). In 2009 UNICEF found that gender-based 
violence was still rampant (UNICEF 2009). In September 2013, the 
Security Council, renewing the mandate as Phase 2 of the drawdown of 
the peacekeeping mission in Liberia, identified the high incidence of 
 violence against women and children as a main concern.11 However, 
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despite the many efforts made by the international community and the 
government of Liberia, these figures have remained very high.

Women and chIldren ProtectIon SectIonS (WacPS)
Through campaigns against SGBV (including billboards along main roads 
and the 1325 theme song aired on radio nationwide), UNSC Resolution 
1325 and the follow-up resolutions as well as the Liberian National Action 
Plan have become well known. However, the implementation process has 
proven cumbersome, and there has been limited impact beyond the inter-
national and national bureaucracy elites based in Monrovia.

Seeking to look beyond the symbols of success of the women, peace, 
and security campaign, I decided to investigate actual implementation in 
rural areas. Was the implementation of measures aimed at countering 
SGBV actually improving the situation for women and children outside 
Monrovia? From field visits to Women and Children Protection Sections 
(WACPS) and interviews, I found that many of the measures tended to 
fragment the holistic understanding necessary for dealing with SGBV 
within the larger framework of the rule of law and that many of the mea-
sures implemented—like the WACPS—fitted neatly with the agenda 
derived from UNSC resolutions, without necessarily addressing the root 
causes of SGBV.

Based on priorities in accordance with UNSC Resolution 1325 and 
through a grant of USD 1.6 million from the Norwegian government 
administered through the UNDP, the Liberian National Police have estab-
lished WACPS in over 20 locations in Liberia. These sections are meant to 
address the protection of women and children, by providing them with 
understanding, support, and a place to report safely. As I was told by an 
official working for a local NGO: “One of our employees witnessed by 
chance a woman wanting to report a GBV case to the police, but they did 
not allow her to report it in other ways than in front of everyone.” The 
WACPS were established to address issues like these.

During fieldwork in 2008 and 2009, I visited WACPS facilities in four 
counties: Monrovia, Robertsport, Voinjama, and Tubmanburg. It became 
clear that, while these facilities marked one step further in the process of 
achieving political goals, not only did challenges remain, but that estab-
lishing such specialized units without taking into account the historical 
context and other rule-of-law institutions could also lead to new 
problems.
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Although recognized by the UN as representing a landmark effort, 
these sections were not functioning as intended. There was a dire lack of 
resources for running them; furthermore, GBV was not addressed com-
prehensively. Although they were well-trained, willing, and qualified, 
police officers involved in the WACPS often simply went through the 
motions rather than trying to tackle the substantive challenges facing 
women and children.

Despite the efforts made by international actors to have the WACPS 
working to provide women and children with special recourse to justice 
institutions, several challenges remained unaddressed. The reason was also 
a product of the emergent properties of the international community. 
When projects like the WACPS are installed by the international commu-
nity, the outcome will depend on the degree of bureaucratic autonomy at 
the implementation level in the process. Many issues needed to be set-
tled—how these sections were to be established and funded, the lack of a 
coherent and comprehensive understanding of the functioning of justice 
institutions in Liberia, the challenges involved in reforming or building 
these institutions, and how these new institutions should interact (or not) 
with customary institutions and practices.

In September 2005, UNICEF announced that 25 officers of the police 
had completed their certification in “women and children protection” and 
were to staff the newly established Women and Children Protection 
Sections. These police officers had been given training in order to “improve 
their skills and techniques in managing and handling sexual violence cases” 
(UNICEF 2005). UNICEF had established this in collaboration with the 
police and the police of the United Nations Mission in Liberia (CIVPOL). 
Three years later, there was a WACPS of the police in every county capital 
in Liberia, and the Deputy Special Representative of the Secretary-General 
(DSRSG) of the UN mission hailed WACPS as a success story.

Throughout the entire country, new national police county headquar-
ters had been constructed or renovated by UNDP. In order to assist the 
national police in addressing issues affecting women and children, all new 
police buildings now have a Women and Children Protection Section. As 
UNMIL confirmed, “WACPS are now active in 21 locations throughout 
Liberia”; further, the Swedish UN police commissioner stated: “Women 
and children need not be subjected to further victimization” (UNMIL 
2008). That buildings had been physically constructed were tallied up and 
seen as progress and success—but nothing was said about whether the sec-
tions were fulfilling their initial purpose.
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Sexual violence against women and children remains a central reality of 
life in Liberia. How this is managed by international donors and the UN 
in general has been widely criticized in the literature: lack of coherence, no 
comprehensive or deep understanding of how the issues to be addressed 
related to each other, and channeling resources into projects in line with 
donor perspectives rather than the needs of the community. Work against 
sexual and gender-based violence and for the protection of women and 
children was clearly important; and, as I saw it, it also fitted well with 
Scandinavian priorities.

It gradually became clear that I was merely just scraping the surface of 
the topic that I was supposed to be investigating. What did peacebuilders 
in Liberia actually do? What effects did the peacebuilding process have, 
and what were the emergent properties of this process? Who were the 
people working with this peacebuilding process? And how were the over-
arching and far-reaching peacebuilding decisions made? These questions 
gave rise to issues of time and space. Back on the hotel veranda after a long 
day of interviewing international actors based in Monrovia, I realized that 
investigating these questions would require pursuing, tracing, and study-
ing them through long-term, multi-sited fieldwork. Observing the mix of 
people, Liberians and internationals, on that hotel veranda, I also realized 
that the boundaries between them were only rarely crossed. Social rela-
tions on the veranda, although limited and one-dimensional, in a way 
reflected the shadows, or constituted a limited micro-cosmos of the field. 
There and then I could observe the connections and disconnections 
between the different worlds—and, as a thought experiment, this micro- 
cosmos could also be scaled up, to resemble Liberia as a franchised state.

The next chapters explore the hierarchies and follow the bureaucratic pro-
cesses back and forth, investigating the complexity of what can best be under-
stood as a global process or institutionalization process where ideas about 
sovereignty work as a templated for activities. I noticed how all the actors 
involved with peacebuilding who I met, spoke with, or interviewed would 
always stress how they were occupied with the making of ownership in one 
way or another—having ownership, creating ownership, and giving owner-
ship (for more on ownership, see Chap. 1). Studying through the UN hier-
archies and traveling between New York, Oslo, and Monrovia gave me the 
opportunity to triangulate empirically the issues I had begun to grasp during 
my first stay in Liberia, and view them in another way. Ownershipping became 
one such way, which in turn led me to describe Liberia as a franchised state. 
But first let me return to the first fieldwork in Liberia and the WACPS.
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When I was in Liberia in 2008/2009, not all police county headquar-
ters had separate buildings for the Women and Children Protection 
Section. In some police stations, the sections consisted of one room dedi-
cated to women and children protection (like the one in Robertsport, the 
capital of Grand Cape Mount county), in which the officers detailed to 
this work were supposed to have their working space. However, that was 
not necessarily the case. In practice these rooms were used for many pur-
poses, including storage and sometimes even providing accommodation 
for police officers attending training courses.

Other WCPS were more impressive. The one in Tubmanburg, for 
instance, was better equipped than the main police station, and employed 
about half of the police officers in the city. Their buildings and facilities 
were also significantly better than those of the main police station, and 
included two PCs stacked on a dusty shelf. The police in Bomi County 
were reported to have one vehicle and two motorcycles. Here too, WACPS 
rooms were used to accommodate police officers.

Undermining State Authority

Liberia suffers from a severe lack of educated and trained judges, and the 
police rarely have adequate investigative tools, resources, training, and 
education. The WACPS were established to address urgent concerns of 
the situation for women and children. That women and children now had 
a specific section within the police was meant to ensure that these issues 
would be dealt with. Here I will describe problems related to this innova-
tion by examining how these offices were in fact disconnected—from large 
parts of the population, and also from other parts of the justice system. 
Those who did report crimes lost faith in the state institutions of justice, 
because reported criminals were seldom convicted, as we shall see below.

Increasingly, I came to recognize that the particular setup of these sec-
tions was related to how specific donor programs wished to address certain 
issues. This setup emerged as being more in line with priorities in the 
donor country than with any Liberian historical and social context or how 
this related to judicial reform.12

While the institutions of rule of law were at least partially in evidence in 
Monrovia, they were often lacking outside the capital. In most cases, 
reporting crimes became an enormous challenge: the WACPS were based 
mainly in county capitals—but the police had little presence in rural areas, 
and transportation was scarce. As an advisor of one rule-of-law NGO said, 
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“No place outside of Monrovia has all the pieces of rule of law—prisons, 
state attorney, sober judge, holding cells, etc.” When I traveled to four of 
the county capitals and visited state justice facilities, I could observe what 
the NGO advisor had described. I visited prisons without proper fences. I 
visited police facilities and police officers lacking the most basic resources: 
they could not provide victims with much help. The counties had a very 
limited number of vehicles available for the police. Some counties had 
only a motorbike or two, and even fewer means to pay for fuel. Victims 
who came to the police were often left in the difficult position of having 
reported a crime and identified the perpetrator (very often someone 
known to the victim), without the police having the means to investigate 
or follow up. Moreover, reporting a crime required the victim to travel to 
the nearest WACPS, which could be a problem in practical and economic 
terms. I could observe what an official working for an NGO in Monrovia 
had explained, “In rural areas police are available, but the victims have to 
go to them.” These impressions and observations were made not only 
through interviews, but also by personal observation. I showed up at 
police stations without appointments, and through these unexpected vis-
its, I was able to collect what could be used as reliable data.

Problems with dealing with crimes through the court system started 
already before they were reported. Although the investigation started with 
the police, few officers had received the necessary training. Too often, the 
national police were simply incapable of upholding the rule of law. Faced 
with a dire lack of infrastructure and resources, it was natural for them to 
wonder why such cases should be prioritized. Why, one police officer in 
Lofa asked me, should we use the only police vehicle available in the 
county and the little fuel available, drive maybe a hundred kilometers to 
try to investigate a crime that had taken place several days earlier? The 
perpetrator would most certainly have fled by then. It might take three or 
four days before the police could get to the scene of a crime. In rape cases, 
the police have only 72 hours to collect medical evidence. However, 
largely due to lack of proper equipment and training, there was no proper 
scientific backup for police investigation.

While it is doubtful that the provision of equipment alone would solve 
these problems (much of the equipment that had been provided was 
incompatible with Liberian police methods), there was a case to be made 
for inquiring into how these methods could be made efficient and secure. 
Liberian women, NGO staffers, and UN officials all confirmed that vic-
tims reporting a crime were often asked to contribute money towards 
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solving the crime: “Assuming the police gets the perpetrator, then the 
victim will be asked to contribute money,” one legal expert told me.

Once a crime had been reported, the police were supposed to start 
investigating. However, as the police had little mobility, given the lack of 
vehicles and fuel, victims often had to pay for the police to come and 
investigate. Depending on where the crime took place, this could entail 
quite an investment. Furthermore, as the police lacked investigative 
resources and manpower, the perpetrators were rarely caught. The police 
had no means to follow up on crimes committed, so crimes generally 
ended up in the “Kept In View” category (KIV), I was told at the police 
station in Tubmanburg. Many cases of SGBV were simply never reported 
to the police. Instead, people would often seek help through customary 
structures (Solhjell 2016).

The point here is not to minimize the efforts made by international 
donors and the UN. Dealing with SGBV in Liberia at this stage could 
not have been done without international support. However, I was 
increasingly left with the impression that efforts tended to fit the 
donors’ own agendas and templates for statebuilding, and not the needs 
on the ground. One consequence was that international efforts at 
reforming and (re)building rule-of-law institutions were often con-
ducted without the necessary background knowledge on how the 
administration of justice functioned in Liberia—and often without con-
sidering the consequences these efforts would have on other rule-of-
law institutions (Isser et  al. 2009). As a result, efforts such as the 
WACPS did not function as well as they were intended. Budgets for 
logistical follow-up were lacking, the equipment provided did not fit 
the working routines of the Liberian national police, and while the 
WACPS functioned to some extent if viewed separately, when seen in 
relation to other rule-of-law institutions, the work seemed misplaced, 
as few efforts were made at addressing the system  comprehensively. 
Providing for a safe place for women and children to report to the 
police had only a marginal effect in terms of addressing the culture of 
impunity towards SGBV, because little was done after a crime had been 
reported. Nevertheless, people kept talking about “progress,” and the 
peacebuilding process in Liberia was seen as a success. And indeed, if 
one focuses on the progress of Liberia as a franchised state—or a fran-
chise of the international community as articulated through interna-
tional organizations such as the UN, the World Bank, and major donor 
countries—this makes more sense.
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SgBV and the rule of laW

While the building and establishment of the WACPS were hailed as steps 
in the right direction towards implementing the political decision to 
improve the security of women and children, they can also be seen as 
manifestations of policies not backed up by, or disconnected from, local 
and national institutions. In the long run, the fact that these specialized 
sections were not part of a larger and more comprehensive effort to (re)
build the institutions of the rule of law may undermine efforts to combat 
SGBV in Liberia.

Projects like these do not draw on an understanding of local historical 
and social contexts. This echoes the findings of Mahmood Mamdani (and 
many others) on colonialism and the effect on local structures: how the 
British colonial power empowered some local chiefs, fundamentally trans-
forming the traditional structures and created difficulties in the relations 
between the state and its citizens (Mamdani 1996). This left only two 
options for post-colonial African governments: a “noncoercive clien-
telism” maintaining the decentralization of the state dependent on chiefs 
and customary structures or a “centralized despotism” (ibid., p.  300). 
With SGBV efforts in Liberia, donors dominated the connections that 
were being made. Using the lens of ownershipping, we could say that this 
part of the peacebuilding process was lopsided and geared towards activi-
ties focusing on practicing and organizing sovereignty. Sovereignty thus 
worked as a template, catching up did not take place, and relations were 
strengthened between the state apparatus and actors and organizations 
working in the name of the international. Liberia was being reproduced as 
a franchised state while relations between the Liberian state and the soci-
ety became undermined, and the people turned to the familiar customary 
structures. These structures in turn were left in the shadows: a doubling of 
state systems was (re)produced.

Legal Pluralism: Customary and Statutory Systems

The efforts to address SGBV and the impunity of perpetrators as well as 
the general (re)building of the institutions of the rule of law could also be 
seen in the context of the functions that the new institutions were to ful-
fill, and which ones were already encompassed by the traditional system 
of justice. Rather than seeking to supplant the traditional structures, 
another official working for an NGO in Monrovia pointed out, one could 
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seek to understand how these systems or legal pluralism could supple-
ment each other. It was important to understand how they were interact-
ing in practice, he continued. It became clear to me that victims did not 
always get their cases investigated. As one police officer told me, once a 
victim has reported a crime the police “investigate, but sometimes com-
promise.” Recourse to the WACPS was still no guarantee that the case 
would be investigated or pursued through the court system. And as long 
as the international community lacks an understanding of how the tradi-
tional system works, there is little chance that effective measures will suc-
ceed, the NGO official concluded.

Moreover, many issues and crimes were dealt with through the custom-
ary law system and monetary settlements: “If the perpetrator is known, a 
compromise is often reached through a monetary settlement. In some 
cases, he may be asked to marry the girl.” Throughout the NGO com-
munity, there was a sense that the customary system did not see SGBV as 
a serious crime. “It is a problem in the communities, but it is not reported. 
Compromises are reached at the traditional level,” an official working for 
the American Bar Association explained. This was confirmed by a Liberian 
government official: “Not every case is reported. The [local] chief some-
times deals with it, and forces [the perpetrator] to pay a certain amount, 
then lets things continue.”13

“We Cannot Get Rid of the Traditional Structures Now”

Organizational power relies on, or is closely connected with, knowledge. 
This in turn has effects on implementation. Actions, policies, guidelines, 
mandates, and resolutions that serve to constitute the franchised state are 
produced by the international community—actors such as the UN DPKO 
and the UN’s Security Council. The effects on the Liberian bureaucracy 
include social practices and arrangements that help to maintain shadow 
structures, and can be seen as emergent properties of the bureaucratic 
knowledge and expertise of the peacebuilding establishment and the UN 
organization.

By focusing on the state apparatus, the UN has neglected the custom-
ary system, or seen it as an anomaly or something undesirable. However, 
given the current lack of resources and qualified magistrates, both systems 
are likely to continue to co-exist in Liberia for a long time to come. As one 
Liberian government official explained, “The traditional system must 
remain in place, as there is a lack of resources and the state or government 
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system is relatively new.” She went on to say, “The traditional structures 
are essential to carry out justice as long as the government system is estab-
lishing itself. But some cases should be brought before the government. 
Domestic violence can be handled by the traditional structures, but not 
rape and armed robbery. We cannot get rid of the traditional structures 
now.”

Viewed through the lens of ownershipping, the lopsidedness and lack of 
connections and catching-up processes of this part of the peacebuilding 
process was also evident in the logistical support provided to the police. 
PCs and electricity generators were included in the equipment provided 
for the WACPS—computer literacy was often limited, and the generators 
required fuel that had to be saved for driving. Surely, the dire lack of 
resources for actually going out and investigating crimes was a far more 
pressing issue than providing computer equipment, which could not be 
used because of poor computer skills, as well as lack of electricity and gen-
erator fuel. Indeed, it was unclear why these computers had been provided 
in the first place, as the working methods of the police did not require 
them. The logistical support for the WACPS had been arranged without 
taking into account the historical, social, and practical context, the work-
ing methods of the local police and their needs, and without having made 
any attempt to budget for running costs.

But having two legal systems working alongside each other also entails 
challenges. “The problem with customary law is that no one has ever 
mapped the customs in Liberia. This represents a problem in terms of 
getting them [the two systems of law] to work together,” my informant 
at the American Bar Association in Monrovia pointed out. “Customary 
law needs to be mapped.” From this perspective, which represents only 
one dimension of my long-term and multi-sited fieldwork, what I wit-
nessed in Liberia when tracing processes aimed at improving the security 
and safety situation for women and children in the country resembles 
what Sarah Cliffe and Nick Manning (2008) call the terra nullius fallacy. 
Due to rapid turnover in international staff and policy-makers as well as 
frequent changes in the initial phase of a peacebuilding operations, few of 
the peacebuilders have a chance to reflect on pre-existing institutions and 
the general assumption that everything must start from zero (Cliffe and 
Manning 2008, p. 165). However, exploring peacebuilding activities in 
Liberia through the lens of ownershipping implies broader explanations 
focused on sovereignty as a template and bureaucratic tendencies to 
make connections and produce disconnections constituting Liberia as a 
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franchised state—rather than individual ignorance of historical and social 
contexts.

Chapter 4 described how Liberia’s historical trajectory has influenced 
and shaped its bureaucracy, the state apparatus, customary structures, and 
formal state structures, and why it is important to understand the political 
and historical context of Liberia. The ownershipping perspective can also 
shed light on the exercises of power that disconnected certain aspects of 
the society while connecting the state apparatus and the elite to a global 
institutionalization process, thereby producing franchised states. This situ-
ation implies an exercise of power that resembles Wolf’s (1990, p. 587) 
mode of dealing with power that structures the political economy; see also 
Chap. 2. The ownershipping perspective in this context reveals activities 
the influence the making of new classifications, the invention of new cat-
egories of inclusion and exclusion. As Handelman (1995, p.  280) has 
pointed out, “Bureaucratic classification impacts the social orders that 
generate this kind of organization of information. This impact is the exer-
cise of power. Classification cannot be only an internal characterization of 
bureaucratic organization.” Heyman (1995) has emphasized the need to 
put power into the anthropology of bureaucracy, which implies studying 
where the classification and taxonomies come from and what effects their 
implementation has on people. The UN’s peacebuilding agenda and the 
decisions made by delegates in the Security Council influence and change 
the Liberian state apparatus. Shadow state structures in Liberia can be 
understood as emergent properties of this process and of Liberia as a fran-
chised state. Studying the making of taxonomies concerning the peace-
building process in Liberia can reveal the UN engagement in Liberia as a 
continuation of an international story, or the US involvement in Liberia 
early in the nineteenth century. We see how Liberia has been a franchised 
state ever since it was made, almost 200 years ago.

“Where the Rubber Meets the Road”

In applying ownershipping to analyze my fieldwork in Liberia and the 
interviews conducted there, I found that the UN seemed trapped into see-
ing what it expected or wanted to see, rather than realities on the ground. 
The result has generally been recourse to standard responses—which, in 
the case of the UN, other international organizations, and Western NGOs, 
means a propensity to build institutions and institutional responses based 
on the Western liberal model (see Sending 2009), combined with the 
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imperative of results-based management. With institutions of the rule of 
law, this often leads to a strong belief in formal and centralized institu-
tions, as well as measures that can deliver clear and measurable outputs.

We have seen how intentions, issues, and concepts that may seem unify-
ing and easy to handle from the perspective of actors working at the diplo-
macy and headquarters level of the international community often fracture 
and change when they hit the ground. This characterizes the UN bureau-
cracy and thus illustrates some of the emergent properties of peacebuild-
ing. The empirical findings of this chapter have indicated how intentions 
within peacebuilding processes, as formulated in diplomatic and world 
politics settings, may take many realities on the ground for granted, or 
ignore them completely. It was too often assumed that the rest of the 
Liberian justice sector was ready and waiting to handle the cases that were 
reported to the police officers working in these sections. That was not the 
case, as we have seen. Encouraging SGBV victims to travel to the WACPS 
in the county capitals in order to report such crimes to a system that was 
unable to follow up on their reports served to reduce, not build, trust in 
these institutions. And all that came about as the result of a gap between 
headquarters and the field: a gap between assumptions of existing and 
functioning state institutions as integral to intentions aimed at improving 
the security of Liberian women and children on the one hand, and the 
realities on the ground where such state institutions were weak or nonex-
istent. The attempt at filling this gap took the form of establishing Women 
and Children Protection Sections: building new state institutions. This 
resembled a catching-up tendency in the peacebuilding process, where 
certain aspects are transposed into something quite different: here, con-
cerns for women and children became statebuilding. In the end, while this 
project contributed to reproducing state capacities in Liberia, the under-
mining of already fragile state institutions seemed to be an emergent prop-
erty of the architectural setup of the peacebuilding establishment itself.

The renewed Security Council mandate for the UN peacekeeping 
mission in Liberia, adopted on September 18, 2013, identified SGBV 
crime rates as still a serious and difficult problem. Further, it identified 
“well- functioning, accountable and sustainable government institu-
tions” as a requirement for long-term stability in Liberia (UN Security 
Council Resolution 2116). The international community, donor coun-
tries, UNMIL, UN agencies, and other international organizations in 
Liberia were all trying to tackle these problems. However, it seemed to 
me, doing fieldwork in Liberia, that the bureaucratic machinery had 
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become entangled in small, neat, manageable projects that could show 
quick and easily measurable results, thereby confirming “progress” as a 
self-fulfilling prophecy. “Progress” might mean new buildings, like those 
of the WACPS, as well as the launching of plans—but it also could bol-
ster the belief that the problems were being dealt with when they often 
were not, creating a self-sustaining bubble. Through the perspective of 
ownershipping, we could say that the process was lopsided towards the 
donors. The international response to sexual and gender-based violence 
in Liberia never hit the ground, because the formal processes failed to 
incorporate local needs and concerns. Even though the intention was to 
improve the security of women and children, the recipients, the Liberian 
people, were placed so firmly on the periphery of the franchise that they 
were almost not part of it.

The next chapter takes up the interface between the government and 
the international community through a study of policy-making in 
Liberian ministries. It describes some dilemmas facing a national govern-
ment in a post-conflict country and discusses matters concerning national 
ownership and the implications of using ownershipping as an analytical 
perspective.

noteS

1. This chapter draws on, and further develops, data, methods and analysis 
published in a peer-reviewed article (Schia and de Carvalho 2011).

2. See, for instance, UNSC Resolutions 1820, 1888, 1889, 1960. http://
www.un.org/en/sc/documents/resolutions/

3. UN news center: “Security Council extends UN peace mission in Liberia 
for another year” (accessed September 30, 2013): http://www.un.org/
apps/news/stor y.asp?NewsID=45888&Cr=liberia&Cr1&utm_
content=buffer6c50d&utm_source=buffer&utm_medium=twitter&utm_
campaign=Buffer#.UkmIPryITcm

4. “What’s in blue: Liberia Mission Renewal: Phase Two of the Drawdown 
Begins” (accessed September 30, 2013): http://www.whatsinblue.org/ 
2013/09/liberia-mandate-renewal-drawdown-phase-two.php#

5. See for instance Security Council Resolution 2116 (2013): http://www.
securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-
CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_res_2116.pdf. Accessed March 12, 2014.

6. The OGA in UNMIL consists of one senior gender advisor (P5) and one 
gender affairs officer (P3). Additionally, the office has a training gender 
officer, a communication gender officer, a national professional officer and 
two administrative employees.
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7. Also subsumed jointly as SGBV.
8. For instance, the Women’s NGO Secretariat of Liberia.
9. UN agencies are also assisting GOL in implementing four joint programs that 

are complementary to the LNAP (Liberian National Action Plan on UNSC 
Resolution 1325). The first of these deals with prevention and response to 
sexual and gender-based violence (UN JP SGBV) stating that a holistic 
approach to addressing the issues of SGBV is necessary. When it comes to 
combating SGBV, however, much of the strategy rests on the WACPS of the 
Liberian National Police. As to increasing the ability of attorneys to address and 
prosecute SGBV, the plan aims at training ten county attorneys in GBV. Given 
the dire lack of attorneys today, it is doubtful whether this will be sufficient. 
The second focuses on food, security, and nutrition (UN JP FSN) and targets 
groups of women farmers in order to improve their livelihoods and their agri-
culture production capacity. The third program deals with gender equality and 
women’s economic empowerment, and the fourth program promotes the 
employment and empowerment of young women and men.

10. About the “Ellen factor,” see Mehler and Smith-Höhn (2006) and 
Reisinger (2009).

11. See http://www.whatsinblue.org/2013/09/liberia-mandate-renewal-
drawdown-phase-two.php. Accessed January 22, 2014.

12. See Chap. 4 for a historical perspective on the Liberian social structures, 
parallel state structures, and centralization of the state.

13. There are various issues related to the way the victims themselves perceive 
the importance of the administration of justice, and possibly even the pres-
sure they experience from their own community. As a UN human rights 
officer pointed out, “The release of perpetrators of mass killings in 
December 2008 happened after pressure from the victims.”
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CHAPTER 7

Bureaucratic Entrepreneurship: Liberian 
Ministries, International Consultants, 

and Making Connections

IntroductIon

Studying peacebuilding in Liberia through the lens of ownershipping 
implied a focus on how formal schemes and informal processes impinge on 
one another, and led me to study parts of the peacebuilding process that 
involved activities within Liberian ministries. For the Liberian government 
to be able to absorb the complexity of the international operation and pres-
ence in the country, these ministries needed assistance and international 
consultants. Because the UN is normally dependent on host- country con-
sent before a peacekeeping mission can be deployed, it is the sovereignty of 
the country in question that usually forms the basis of a UN mission (the 
difference between Chapter VI and Chapter VII of the UN Charter was 
described in Chap. 2).1 Such consent, in turn, presupposes a sovereign state. 
That was also the case with the UN mission in Liberia. However, the very 
presence of the UN and a sizable international community in a country may 
signal that the host government lacks either the capability or the will to solve 
the country’s own problems: some would claim that the state has failed to 

“This chapter is based on a research project involving fieldwork in Liberia carried 
out together with Benjamin de Carvalho. The chapter draws on a report from 
the fieldwork (de Carvalho & Schia 2011)”.

The original version of this book was revised. An erratum to this chapter can be 
found at https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65569-7_11

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-65569-7_7&domain=pdf
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maintain the credentials which gave it its status as a sovereign state in the 
first place. That is not what I claim. By focusing on ownershipping and fran-
chised state, I see sovereignty as unbundled and as a template for peace-
building activities. That makes it possible to move beyond the views that 
focus on how peacebuilding undermines state sovereignty, and explore 
instead how sovereignty is organized and performed, not only by state 
actors but also by actors working in the name of the international.

The present chapter concentrates on the empirical encounter or the inter-
face between Liberian bureaucrats and internationals, by focusing on one 
program among the many that have accompanied the UN’s peacebuilding 
activity: the Scott Family Liberia Fellows Program. This was the private ini-
tiative of a US donor who was also the founder of a think-tank in Washington, 
DC, intended to assist the peacebuilding process in Liberia. The initiative 
was established as a program four years after the peace had been secured, in 
2007. The program and the donation of US$1 million were managed by the 
think-tank. The program was geared towards assisting Liberia in securing 
the fragile peace by providing assistance for restoring the state apparatuses of 
the country. This assistance came in the form of US Ivy League college 
graduates sent to serve as consultants in various Liberian ministries. This 
idea builds on the assumption that one must build institutions to build and 
secure the peace. And that assumption reflects what has increasingly become 
recognized among academics and practitioners alike: to be successful and 
sustainable, peace must be anchored in and built on capable state institutions 
(see Call and Wyeth 2008). This, in turn, gives rise to questions about legiti-
macy and the role of international actors in peacebuilding processes. In this 
chapter I discuss these issues through empirical examples, demonstrating the 
role of the Scott Fellows in Liberian ministries as regards the making of 
national ownership. I show how a focus on creating national ownership to 
the peacebuilding process has in fact led to practices geared towards turning 
the Liberian state into an object of governing, or a franchise.

Some seem to think that the idea of peacebuilding is that, in order to 
build a sustainable peace in a post-conflict country, the country must be 
rebuilt from scratch. Basically, the world must become more institutional-
ized to become more peaceful. Does this mean that the traditions, institu-
tions, and structures already existing in a country that hosts a UN 
peacekeeping/peacebuilding mission must be replaced or overrun by 
standards representing the donor countries’ priorities? Are donor coun-
tries taking over the role of the nation-state in defining those who belong 
and those who do not? And what about concepts of sovereignty?

Through the lens of ownershipping, I explore in this chapter how peace-
building practices invoke national ownership to the peacebuilding process. 
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These practices have contributed to (re)produce Liberia as a franchised 
state—an object of governing—while simultaneously contributing to the 
(re)production of state capacities. Operationalizing ownershipping as an 
analytical perspective took me in a direction where concepts of sover-
eignty, and how this was being organized and performed, became highly 
relevant. This chapter shows how Liberian ministries have been struggling 
with activities aimed at forging connections. Holding worlds together 
seemed the most important task, as the ministries constituted an interface 
between the international and national apparatus.

returnIng to MonrovIa

2010. I was back in Monrovia.
One year earlier, I had literally got lost in a ministry there. I had phoned 

in advance to set up an interview with a deputy minister to talk about 
issues relating to SGBV, but when I arrived for my appointment, it seemed 
that the deputy minister did not exist, or had gone out, or did not work in 
the ministry, or never had done so. And then X2 had arrived like a whirl-
wind and dragged me with her down the stairs. She had blown a few kisses 
and told everyone they were great and were doing a great job, and then 
proceeded to locate the right deputy minister (the one I actually wanted 
to talk to, she said, because the other one really didn’t have anything to do 
with my research). A few moments later, the new deputy minister had 
been briefed about her daily schedule and had been asked if she could 
meet with me. The person I should have talked to, I soon realized, was not 
a Liberian minister, but X herself.

I had soon learned that she was not alone in Monrovia, and that there 
was a large program designed to bring top US graduates to work as con-
sultants in the various ministries appointed by the Liberian President. This 
was the Scott Family Liberia Fellows Program. I was curious: who were 
these people, where were their loyalties, and what did this imply for the 
sovereign political process in Liberia? What ownership could ministries 
have if they did not produce the policies themselves? The Scott Fellows, by 
virtue of their position, represented exactly the boundary or interface 
which I was trying to capture. They were translocal brokers in the middle 
of a global institutionalization process.

This chapter takes as its starting point the UN’s emphasis on ownership 
which the development industry and UN professionals have been advocat-
ing as a solution to the perceived legitimacy gaps of peacebuilding/devel-
opment (see Chap. 1). The solution to legitimizing the actions of the UN 
has been to ground these efforts in the relevant Liberian ministries. 

 RETURNING TO MONROVIA 
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However, a precondition for the success of such a process is national 
capacity, so various programs have been devised to enable officials to assert 
ownership over political, social, and developmental processes.3 One of 
these has been the Scott Fellowship Program, through which US gradu-
ates are embedded in Liberian ministries as advisors to the minister in 
question.4

Concerning the Scott Fellows, I wondered whether that type of 
capacity- building program could be a viable and sustainable way to ensure 
ownership—or if it worked to implement “international” priorities instead. 
From in-depth interviews with Scott Fellows in various ministries, from 
their final fellowship reports as well as from interviews with Liberian and 
UN officials, I found that the answer may very well lie somewhere in- 
between. Rather than solely representing local or “international” interests, 
these embedded experts served as the necessary “translocal” go-betweens, 
actors who could render the priorities of both international and national 
actors intelligible to each other. They were the “brokers” needed to enroll 
new parts of the world into a global institutionalization process: they were 
the embodiment of the franchise.

the Scott FellowShIp prograM

In February 2007, the Center for Global Development (CGD), a think- 
tank based in Washington, DC, announced the new Scott Family Liberia 
Fellows Program that would be supported by a USD 1 million grant from 
the founder of the think-tank, Ed Scott, and his family. The new program 
was intended to assist Liberia in managing its reconstruction by providing 
five or six young specialists each year, to work as special assistants to key 
government ministers and other senior government officials in Liberia for 
three years. The program was looking for young professionals with mas-
ter/bachelor degree-level training and preferably some related work expe-
rience to fill the posts. Since 2007 the program has employed people to 
work with the Ministers of Finance, Gender, Planning, Health, Education, 
Public Works, Commerce, Agriculture, the Office of the President, the 
Central Bank, and others. Scott Fellows have been given responsibilities 
for a range of tasks, but a core objective has been to help “key Ministers 
and officials with designing and implementing high-priority programs in 
the transition from conflict to reconstruction and development” (CGD 1 
2007). Further, Scott Fellows have been tasked with coordinating and 
communicating within the ministry/agency, across other government 
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agencies, and with major international agencies: providing research, analy-
sis, and advice on policy issues and drafting policy papers, speeches, letters, 
and so on. The idea was to help the government jump-start the recon-
struction process. The Fellows would also be given a unique opportunity 
for jump-starting their own careers, as they would be able to work at the 
executive level in a government just after graduating. In early 2010, the 
program had been linked up with the Nike Foundation, and more than 30 
Scott Fellows had been enrolled. They have been employed by John Snow 
Inc. Research and Training (JSI R&T), reporting to the relevant senior 
government official (CGD 2 2007).

What had caught my interest was the function these Scott Fellows per-
formed in ministries. How essential were they, and on whose side were 
they? Where did their loyalties lie, and what were the implications of these 
embedded international bureaucrats for sovereign political processes in 
Liberia? What kind of policy ownership can national ministries have, if 
policy is produced by internationals? The answer, I found, lay in neither of 
these camps, but in-between the two. By virtue of their position as insiders 
from the outside, the Scott Fellows represented the boundary between 
local/national inside on the one hand, and the international/global out-
side on the other. They had a set of knowledge, skills, and autonomy that 
became very relevant at the interface between the Liberian government on 
the one hand, and the international organizations, NGOs, donor coun-
tries, as well as other actors on the other. They participated in facilitating 
and shaping the outcome of processes in Liberia. I realized that their 
capacities (knowledge, skills, autonomy) constituted certain forms of metis 
that might prove highly relevant for understanding institutions. By under-
standing the role and function of these Fellows, I tried to comprehend 
where the boundary between inside and outside went, and how it was 
articulated.5

IS natIonal ownerShIp natIonal? the perSpectIve 
oF IngoS

International organizations, NGOs, or nonprofit organizations may be 
important agents in indirectly constructing translocal communities that 
connect people from multiple places in the expat community. This per-
spective is useful for understanding the role of the Scott Fellows as translo-
cal brokers in Liberian ministries, their relation to national ownership, and 
thus their role in the processes of global institutionalization. With the 
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myriads of international and national actors in Monrovia who were 
invested in state processes, national ownership to policy processes and 
state apparatuses soon became blurred. The accounts from the Scott 
Fellows made possible a perspective that viewed these processes as some-
thing else than a battle between global and local, donor and recipient. 
What did national ownership really mean? Who were the state officials, 
and what processes did they run? Ownershipping as an analytical means 
serves to explicate how the different actors were invested in the process, 
how communicative processes created common, or translocal, platforms 
for action, and to see how these produced not only connections, but also 
disconnections. In this way, ownershipping as an analytical lens made it 
necessary to discuss topics pertaining to sovereignty, which in turn evoked 
an understanding of Liberia as a franchised state.

The emphasis on “ownership” as invoked by the UN system and inter-
national NGOs (INGOs) is a very specific concept that may conceal the 
substance or the matter of politics. What is it the international community 
sees as important to have ownership over? Which elements are addressed, 
and which are left out? What are the consequences of the UN emphasis on 
ownership over a given field? Such questions do not figure on the UN 
agenda. It seemed that it was precisely when the UN decided that there 
should be “ownership” over a given field that ownership over that field 
vanished.

My interviews in Monrovia started with a visit to an INGO that had 
been working closely with Liberian ministries. I was interested to know 
who wrote policy documents on any specific topic.

“We can tell you that: it’s the international consultants,” said the INGO 
official, who continued: “In a meeting, the Minister of Ministry A admit-
ted that he hadn’t read the policy of the ministry because ‘they hadn’t 
written it.’ It wasn’t written by ministry staff.”6

The understanding I got of Liberian policy processes was one where 
international experts were largely leading the way. Also in Ministry B, I was 
told, “UN staff has written most of the policy.” In the UN County Support 
team, it was the UNDP that had produced most of the ministry’s policy. 
The international NGO workers I spoke with that day in Monrovia seem a 
bit upset about this: “Generally, they [the ministries] say that they write 
policy, but it is always written by international consultants. And not a word 
or mention of having received any assistance.” Somewhat resignedly, they 
told me about a Liberian minister who had been rude enough to accuse the 
international NGOs, in the Liberian press, of being self- centered, present 
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in Liberia solely for their own benefit, and with no impact on the popula-
tion. The only thing NGOs cared about, this minister had asserted, was to 
“put up signboards with their logo.” Such accusations did not go down 
well with the NGO community, they pointed out.

International experts in Liberian ministries also seemed to have an 
impact on the funding of “their” ministries. As I was told further, it was 
the ministries with most international secondments, like the Ministry of C 
and the Ministry of D, that generally received the most funding. “There is 
nothing more sexy than to fund projects for dealing with Gender-Based 
Violence,” I was told. This confirms the findings and the conclusions from 
Chap. 6 on how the international community’s intentions of improving 
the situation of women and children in post-conflict countries, by estab-
lishing Women and Children Protection Sections, partially deprived 
Liberians of autonomy. I was told of one ministry that had been able to 
secure funding from a US foundation for one of its own ministry projects. 
Once that had been achieved, that ministry was no longer interested in 
sharing information with the NGOs. This, I was told, was problematic, 
because some ministries were already suspected of having received funding 
from many different donors for the same projects.

According to these informants, the NGOs were also central in making 
the wheels of ministries turn. For their projects to be able to run, they had 
to provide practical assistance to the relevant ministries, such as transport. 
It appeared that the NGOs needed to keep a close eye on the ministries to 
ensure that they delivered their “national ownership” bit in accordance 
with the plans of the NGOs.

The first interviews left me with the clear impression that “ownership” 
was a term that conceals how practices pertaining to creating national 
ownership also help to turn the state apparatus and the country into an 
object of governing. What was happening within the ministries, in fact, 
seemed to be precisely the opposite of national ownership, with the inter-
national community dictating the terms and ministries playing along in 
order to receive funding. In that case, I thought, ownership could hardly 
be the best way for the UN to increase its legitimacy in peacebuilding 
operations.

The impression from that first day in Monrovia was that “national own-
ership” meant having international experts embedded in Liberian minis-
tries, making sure the ministries played the UN tune. That first day also 
made me want to understand more about the limits of national ownership. 
If the ministries were playing along with the UN, and international experts 
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produced most of their policies, what then was national ownership? But I 
also had suspicions that the case might not be so clear-cut. Liberian min-
istries, it seemed, did not represent ownership per se. On the other hand, 
they did not represent a global governmental scheme either. At the time, 
I thought that the distinction between national ownership and global gov-
ernance processes was being made somewhere within the ministries, 
through a constant process of demarcation.

cIrclIng StadIuMS and walkIng StaIrS: SoMe general 
reMarkS

I visited many ministries, but did not always meet with the Fellows, often 
because I could not locate them or because they simply were not there at 
the time. Moreover, finding my way within the maze of ministries was not 
easy, and I had no overview of the relevant Fellows to interview. For 
instance, one of the ministries proved to be situated within the Samuel 
Kanyon Doe Stadium somewhere below the seating section. Other minis-
tries were lodged in war-torn buildings, where the lifts did not work and 
where any unannounced visitor was bound to get lost. In one case, after 
having gone up and down, asking for the Scott Fellow and getting no 
satisfactory answer (“Scott Who?”), after being guided from one office to 
another, and being asked to sit down, to leave, and to wait, I was finally 
brought to the innermost circle.

Searching for Scott Fellows in the maze taught me two things. First, 
Scott Fellows were influential. Time and again I found them by heading 
for the offices in the inner circles of ministries. Second, Scott Fellows were 
not the only international experts in Liberia’s ministries. In some minis-
tries, UN agencies even had their own section, with a sign and everything. 
On one occasion, the person I met was no longer a Scott Fellow, but had 
moved on and was now managing a program between the government of 
Liberia and the UN. But I did not have the chance to discuss his new posi-
tion, as he wanted to talk mainly about his time as a Scott Fellow.

lIberIan MInIStrIeS and InternatIonal FellowS: 
a conFlIct oF IntereStS?

“The UN says there is a need for ownership, but it does something else,” 
was the first thing that Y told me. He was a Liberian, trained abroad. 
Throughout the interview, I felt there was some uneasiness when Y was 
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describing his position and role. On the one hand, he was a Liberian 
national who had been in Liberia during large parts of the hostilities; on 
the other hand, he was now partly an expat: he had studied abroad, and 
now paid by a generous US foundation to work in a ministry in his home 
country. Was Y local or was he an expat? Was he both? Or neither? “The 
UN structure is untouchable,” he told me. “There are lots of untouch-
ables.” While many Liberian would be qualified for various posts within 
both the UN and the NGO community, they are seldom considered. The 
problem with emphasizing ownership in a peacebuilding operation, I was 
told, was that post-conflict countries often lack the necessary capacity. As 
he further explained, UN programs are run by expats. And when the UN 
leaves, there will have been little impact and no transfer of expert knowl-
edge: “The UN structure does not speak to ownership,” he told me. Y 
went on to stress the “huge disconnect between national and expat staff.” 
The few locals working for the UN, he said, are largely left to their own 
devices and are not mentored by anyone. Again, he noted the lack of 
transfer of knowledge. The same applied for NGOs who, he continued, 
leave nothing behind once their programs are over: “After the UN and 
NGOs leave, whose capacity have they built?”

National ownership was not possible as long as there was no local capac-
ity—was the point that Y stressed: “ownership means that an NGO has to 
remain on the ground, but with a local country director… But that doesn’t 
happen.”

I pressed him a bit more about the importance of ownership, and 
whether working in a Liberian ministry and having his salary paid by a US 
foundation—which must have its special interests and own priorities—
entailed a conflict of interests. “Sometimes” was the reply. Perhaps I was 
onto something here. If global foundations, NGOs or the UN, dictate the 
terms of national ownership, can one really speak of national ownership?7 
By viewing this through ownershipping, I began to think of peacebuilding 
as a method of distributing concepts and ideas about states and state 
capacities and of Liberia as a franchised state.

Wondering about possible conflicts of interest between national own-
ership and global priorities, between Ministry E and the US foundation, 
I mentioned a joint program between the foundation and an interna-
tional NGO.  The program had organized a workshop, and the Scott 
Fellows were expected to participate. However, due to other engage-
ments at the Ministry E, Y had not been able to attend—and the organiz-
ers had seemed unhappy about this. This might not have been much of a 
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conflict of interests, I thought, but it made me think that I was on the 
right track. I kept circling in.

A key priority of the Scott Foundation is adolescent girls (“Investing in 
the girl effect: the most powerful force for change”), so it is desirable for 
Fellows to work with issues concerning adolescent girls. But as Y explained, 
“the Ministry’s priority is not adolescent girls, so to speak, but ‘youth’ as 
generic.” Y could not always prioritize work with adolescent girls, as he 
had to do what the ministry wanted him to do. I glimpsed the contours of 
what I had been looking for, but the conflict was not as clear as I had 
expected. I pressed further, and was told of the dilemmas facing the min-
istry in trying to address problems that were specific to Liberia, but that 
conflicted with international standards that emphasized that the govern-
ment should not interfere.

Leaving the ministry, I thought to myself that these Fellows might be 
playing an important role for the ministries. I also felt somewhat vindi-
cated in my belief that there was a conflict of interest between global 
agendas and local priorities. Maybe the focus of Ministry E was one of the 
fields that had been left to its own devices. Y had provided me with a list 
of other ministries that had Scott Fellows, but with no names. I decided to 
try Ministry F.

the Maze oF natIonal and global ownerShIp

Knocking on a random door in the Ministry F, I was greeted by a some-
what puzzled young man named Z. In fact, he proved to be a Scott Fellow.

Z had thought about these issues before. Almost without hesitation he 
embarked on a lengthy monologue “ownership is difficult. Firstly, can the 
country identify its needs? Secondly, can donors understand these priori-
ties, or do they impose their own?”

The example we discussed was the recently drafted Long-Term Plan. 
The process of writing the plan had taken ministry staff around the coun-
try, to county meetings and consultations. Still, the question remained: 
was this plan something the people wanted, or something imposed by the 
UN? The plan had been drafted by the central office of the ministry (“with 
help from experts”), before “the people” had been given the chance to 
comment. However, many Liberians are illiterate, so commenting on the 
plan made sense only if it could be simplified before circulating it at 
county-level meetings and consultations. In the end, Z said, it was “very 
difficult to assess the extent of local vs. international content.”
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I nudged him onto the track which I had left at Ministry E, hoping for 
clearer vindication of the hypothesis of international interference in the 
work of the ministry. Z replied that there was “no interference in terms of 
what to do in the ministry.” But, he added, people in the ministry were 
not always able to get so involved in projects with outside funding. He felt 
it was expected of him to work as a counterpart to international funders.

Z had a formal background in a relevant field, and felt relatively at ease 
in his role, although he also gave the impression of not being quite sure as 
to what that role really was. Was it to be part of the ministry? Or was his 
main function that of a go-between?

I had noticed several international agency sections in the building, and 
wanted to understand more about the role of international experts in the 
ministries. What was their role, as opposed to that of the local staff? If the 
ministries were full of international staff, could one really speak of national 
ownership in any meaningful way? International experts, Z explained, 
“give technical support to the ministry.” What counts as technical sup-
port, and what distinguishes it from the substance of politics? I asked. He 
replied: “the key question, of course, in talking about ownership, is: whose 
agenda is it?” While processes emphasizing national ownership generally 
rely on donor support, their legitimacy depends upon meaningful political 
decision-making by the national authorities. And, as I was repeatedly told, 
the capacity to control these processes is usually lacking.

That conversation took me back to the Long-Term Plan. What role had 
international experts played in its formulation? “The [plan of a similar 
country] had been previously written, and was used as a template,” I was 
told. An international organization working for another international 
agency which worked closely with the Ministry had been responsible for 
the leg-work. An expert from a liberal think-tank had written one chapter. 
In the end, then, did the document capture what the minister wanted? 
“Yes. To a large extent.” I poked and prodded a bit more about “technical 
support.” What did it really refer to? “Work plan implementation, pro-
curement, tender processes, budgeting, economists,” Z paused. “Yes. 
Technical support is a very broad catch-all.”

One reason for this, Z explained, was the extensive process of consulta-
tion. “Generally, they [the ministry] identify the need, and they get the 
technical help from us.” “They” referred to the ministry for which he was 
himself working, and “us” to the international experts embedded in the 
ministry. Just as in the previous interview, there was some uneasiness about 
the boundaries between local and global involvement, the distinction 
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between “us” and “them”. Was Z part of the ministry, or was he an inter-
national expert? Were these questions even relevant? Z was obviously a bit 
wary of his role too: “There’s an attitude in this country that what the 
people have here is not good enough. And that’s not good. It shouldn’t 
be necessary to have people like me come and show people that they can.” 
The problem, he argued, was that “So many departments have been 
neglected for so long that they don’t really feel that they have a stake any-
more. What I want is for Liberia to own its process, and that there won’t 
be a need for people like me anymore.”

Talking to Z, I got the clear impression that national ownership was 
more a matter of re-branding global processes of governance than a refer-
ence to any meaningful process. Did it make sense to expect Liberian 
ministries to take the lead in the processes of reconstruction the interna-
tional community was engaged in—with all the bureaucratic requirements, 
their own bureaucratic audits and budgeting languages? Was it a good idea 
to have young expat experts working for the ministries, or did it simply 
make it easier to promote a global liberal agenda at the local level? Did 
people like Z empower the ministries, did they negotiate between national 
authorities and the international community—or were they simply making 
the painful transition to a Western liberal democratic form of bureaucratic 
governance easier, faster, and more inevitable?

a devIatIon: In the wrong MInIStry?
The next conversation took place in Ministry G. There I met with R, now 
involved in coordinating an international program there. This was a long- 
term program implemented by the Liberian government through Ministry 
G. It was supported by international donors and governments, its budget 
administered by a UN agency. The maze was not getting any clearer.

R explained that the ministries have many programs with international 
donors. These programs are funded outside the ministry budgets, but add 
up to the ministries’ budget line. Who oversaw this program, I wondered, 
who makes the decisions? A large part of his job, R told me, was to “keep 
the [international donors and administrators] on top of stuff, but ulti-
mately the ministry is in charge.” These programs between the govern-
ment and the UN were based in many ministries and included a range of 
activities. Each program had a coordinator who, although based at the 
ministry in question, was salaried through a UN organization (in fact, 
such persons often had a UN business card with an address at one of the 
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ministries) and reported to both the ministry and the UN. The idea behind 
these programs, R explained, was to serve as a catalyst, bringing actors 
together and channeling funds towards areas that the government and the 
UN had prioritized for coordinated action.8

During the conversation, I learned that while these programs seemed 
to have addressed the problem of channeling funds towards prioritized 
areas, they failed to deal with the coordination difficulties between inter-
national actors and the government. The problem, I was told, was that 
“the UN knows more about what happens in the programs than the gov-
ernment does.” UN agencies are represented in the programs, but those 
involved in doing the work on the ground were not involved in the meet-
ings. However, that did not go for all the programs, R noted. In his own 
program, the minister was “involved in every single question, including 
minutiae. The minister was the one who went out and said ‘we want this!’”

If the minister is in full control of the program, I wondered, why is 
someone like R needed to coordinate the program? He replied, “the fact 
that they have me in this position is because of the onerous procurement 
process of the [international agencies]. The Ministry knows a lot about 
the project, but ministers seldom have the time […] to make sure that the 
reporting is formatted according to international standards.” It suddenly 
occurred to me that the reason why expats were needed in national minis-
tries might not have anything to do with the ministries’ lack of capacity to 
own the political process, but that they were not able to work in the spe-
cific way the international community wanted them to. But R assured me 
that the ministry did have that capacity: “The ministry just did a policy 
thing. They did it all. All ministry. No international experts. The Minister 
of G has this group of amazing people that are just awesome.”

It seemed that I was being told that if I was looking for traces of inter-
national interference in local political processes, then I had come to the 
wrong ministry. Ministry H, I was told, was really the place to go. Another 
US foundation had been working with them since the beginning, “embed-
ded on a really big scale.”

returnIng to X
I was not able to meet with anyone in Ministry H. My next attempt at 
meeting with international experts in ministries was also not particularly 
successful. This again goes to show the extent to which these experts 
become part of the environment they work in. I identified a few experts 
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who never returned my calls, or were uncomfortable with talking about 
their role. When asking a Scott Fellow at Ministry I about ownership, I 
was told that “I’m a corporate lawyer, so most of what I do isn’t relevant 
to your questions… You know… Well… It’s corporate law.” The only 
option left was to retrace my steps to where the investigation had 
started—the mysterious X I had encountered at Ministry G one year 
earlier.

Ownership is not a straightforward issue, she told me. “The Liberian 
government speaks of ownership as anchoring in the counties, whereas 
the international community wants the Liberian ministries to want the 
same as them.” X gave a Liberian council as an example of how owner-
ship in this context should be understood. Representatives of each county 
are elected as leaders, and whenever Ministry G has a project or funding 
proposal, they discuss it with the local leadership structure. Then the 
monitoring of these projects is carried out in collaboration with local 
leaders. X added: “those programs are going exceptionally well.” These 
people are accountable to each other, she explained: “they wouldn’t 
accept a project not in line with their needs.” An idea which should have 
fallen within the remit of Ministry F, for instance, came from Ministry G 
through the local leadership structure. It had been impossible to get 
Ministry F on board.

But who decides what the ministries’ projects ought to be, I asked. X 
paused and looked at me: “The Minister of G is [not new in the game] and 
probably sick of being told what to do.” But this had not always been the 
case. “Initially, no one asked what the minister wanted to do. The ministry 
was a partner, but would just sign off. The minister felt that signing was 
required, otherwise money wouldn’t come to Liberia.” There was a pause. 
As if to make the point even more forcefully, X continued: “I have worked 
with the minister a while, and I know what the minister would have said, 
so I can speak for the minister.” Slowly circling in on her role as a Scott 
Fellow, I started thinking that maybe these international fellows per-
formed some sort of a broker function between the national authorities 
who were meant to take the lead in political processes but did not always 
have the capacity, and an international community eager to spend money 
but not able to legitimize it in terms of national priorities, not always 
knowing what was needed: “Often people lacked knowledge of specific 
processes, but they still needed to be consulted.” X continued: “I still had 
to sit down with this guy who had absolutely no idea of what this was actu-
ally about.”
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I came back to ownership of policy processes. X paused. “The ministries 
don’t own the policies they produce… no, they don’t”, and gave some 
examples:

Ministry G has been trying to write an important strategy for a few years. 
The UN has supported this, hired consultants who worked closely with the 
ministry. But in the end the ministry was not ok with it. The spiel has gone 
to the counties, done the consulting with the population etc. but the minis-
try can’t use anything.

She told me how the ministry had wanted to produce a shorter, more 
“useable” version. The UN agreed but wanted to bring in the same con-
sultant who had done the job in the first place. When the ministry refused 
to have the same consultant, the UN had said that they “refused to have 
someone else come in and redo all we’ve paid for.” The UN was appalled 
by the fact that the ministry had gone ahead and passed the strategy. They 
complained that the ministry had done it without them, X told me. The 
result was two different strategies: a full policy with no national owner-
ship—which in effect remained filed away in a drawer, as it could not be 
used by the ministry—and an abridged policy with national but no UN 
ownership—which was useful to the ministry.

Why couldn’t all the ministries just go ahead and produce national poli-
cies themselves? I wondered. The answer lay in the staffing, X explained: 
“Below very intelligent and good ministers, there is no one qualified.” 
International fellows and experts are therefore crucial, because they are 
“able to help ministers speak the UN or partner language.” I was getting 
the same point as I had heard from R previously. National authorities may 
have had what it took to formulate policies, but there seemed to be a dis-
connect when the UN was the interlocutor, when things had to be written 
in the “language” of the UN, the international agency or the partner. As 
X explained, “Ministers have few people who can critique a proposal. The 
Scott Fellows break up huge documents, summarize them, and make it 
possible for the minister to fulfill his duties.” I felt I was coming closer 
now. Might it be that the reporting procedures and bureaucratic processes 
of the UN and big NGOs simply fail to take into account that there is no 
one trained in dealing with such processes in national ministries after a 
prolonged conflict? And are the demands placed upon national bureaucra-
cies by the international community unreasonable in light of this? X simply 
said: “It is impossible to be a minister and your own technocrat.”
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That was the space that the Scott Fellows were filling. These young 
graduates, qualified from top US and UK universities and working along-
side ministers, seem to provide the national authorities with a way for 
dealing with the international community in its own language. The Fellows 
were “100% government,” X explained. “The UN hated me. ‘Cos I 
pushed against them. I gave the minister ammunition to back up what the 
minister was fighting for.” National ownership was not possible without 
expertise, she explained. She recognized the paradox: international fellows 
seemed to make ownership possible; they seemed to enable it. The para-
dox was an uneasy one. What made it possible for such experts to work so 
closely with a minister was largely the fact that they were foreign and were 
therefore not seen as a threat by the rest of the ministry. I was told of two 
Liberian former Scott Fellows who had been appointed deputy ministers. 
Colleagues in the ministry came to perceive them as a threat.

But the uneasy position was not only that of Liberian fellows who were 
neither entirely national nor entirely foreign. As X explained, the UN and 
other expats would not consider her as a full-fledged member of the min-
istry: “They would go straight to the Fellows and ask for ‘shit’ or dirty 
laundry on the ministry.” Was it easier to talk to the Fellows because most 
of them were white, she wondered. Being by function part of the national 
political structure, and by virtue of being foreign a part of the interna-
tional community, these Fellows—as I saw it—were daily in the impossible 
position of having to negotiate the sovereign frontier.9 As I would dis-
cover, this was a distinction that constantly had to be renegotiated by 
international fellows employed by the international community to work 
for national authorities.

goIng through the MotIonS?
The next morning, I met with another Fellow, Q, who worked for the 
Ministry of J. “As most projects are funded by international donors, is 
there ever going to be truly local ownership?” he began by saying. He 
mentioned a recent survey. Although the ministry had contributed 
 questions, it was the donor that had determined the level of participation 
and the number of questions.

I turned to the question of international consultants. Was it meaningful 
to speak of ownership? “The bigger NGOs and UN agencies provide con-
sultants to ministries. Their advice must be in line with the priorities of the 
agencies,” Q answered; then, back to the issue of money. Ministries have 
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little freedom, he explained, because UN agencies control the funds. 
“There is no real or full ownership of policies.” He pressed the point fur-
ther, arguing that it was not likely that the UN would even allow minis-
tries to develop national ownership if that ran counter to UN priorities.

But then again, he said,

the concept of local ownership is so vague and kind of misleading. The idea 
is that the funding should be international but the ideas generated locally. 
Local NGOs always draft reports and file them to ministries. But the finan-
cial aspect compromises local participation. The policy formulated may not 
have too much local ownership in the end.

Here too it became clear that ministries suffered from a lack of capacity. 
In the Ministry of J, UN agencies had undertaken a capacity assessment 
report. The report had been initiated by the ministry itself, but UN agen-
cies had been brought in. The report offered one recommendation, he 
told me: to change the staff of the unit in the ministry, so that the unit 
could carry out its work. One of his first tasks had been to find training for 
ministry staff. But the UN did not want to contribute. Unless the staff was 
changed, they would not provide training.

But if national ownership is not what we find in national ministries, 
what should it be? Q responded by describing how ownership, at the most 
basic level “means considering the realities of the country. The problem is 
that international consultants don’t do that. They start with an assump-
tion of internationally accepted universal standards can constantly refer to 
‘in this country we did this, in that country we did that, etc.’”

The problem encountered in ministries, it appeared, was that when 
local participation is sought, it often seems to clash with the international 
standards brought in by international experts. The funder wins. How do 
these priorities clash? I asked. “The UN has an issue with prioritizing. I am 
shocked at what they prioritize.” In the face of massive problems, UNMIL 
addresses symptoms rather than causes, Q said. “The UN is interested in 
information and contributions to processes, but they don’t do anything 
about it.” National ownership, rather than giving any meaningful contri-
bution to the legitimacy of peacebuilding efforts, seemed to be largely a 
matter of going through the motions.

But what about his position in the ministry, I asked. Did he not in some 
way represent those same international standards? “I’m here in a personal 
capacity, but the job is facilitated by a foundation—they expect me to do 
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the job of my unit so that they can advertise it on their website. They 
don’t really expect me to work with local employees.” Again, the issue of 
knowledge transfer and the problematic capacity building came up. There 
was little contact between Q and national staff, who did not seem very 
eager about learning. He felt this was largely because many of them 
thought that the resources brought in with the Scott Fellows, like trans-
port and internet, would disappear again when these Fellows left.

“I act lIke I’M part oF the MInIStry, but I aM Not 
part oF the MInIStry”

I went back to the Ministry of J after lunch. I had never met P and could 
therefore not describe him to the guards at the front entrance. Nor did I 
know which section he worked in. Nobody had heard of any Ps in the 
ministry, and it was not until someone shouted “P, the white guy?” that I 
thought I might have a chance to finish the series of interviews. The 
“white guy” was indeed P, and we moved to a dark bar nearby to talk. We 
had started off our conversation in one of the meeting rooms in the min-
istry, but P was not comfortable talking about the topic where others in 
the ministry could hear.

It was difficult to get the interview going. P seemed skeptical to my 
project, and I was getting a bit tired of asking the same questions over and 
over. The problem with national ownership, as he saw it, was that while 
Liberians often wrote the policy to begin with, they had no capacity for 
taking an idea and turning it into actual steps. If Liberians had written the 
Liberian Poverty Reduction Strategy (PRS), he said, it would have con-
tained technical assistance to break things down into actual steps. “The 
problem is, the PRS wasn’t written by Liberians.” And yet the PRS is 
described, by all actors involved, as the piece of ownership par excellence. 
P told me he had spoken to many internationals who had taken consider-
able pride in their contribution to the PRS: “There’s definitely a lot of 
international ownership to it.”

Why does the international community seem to multiply strategies for 
everything? “It’s always easier to write a new strategy than to implement 
an existing one.” But are the policies favored by the international com-
munity flawed? I asked. “I don’t think they’re flawed, because they come 
from the same Western educational system that I come from.” But there 
he was, working for the Liberian Ministry of J. “The UN has a ‘false con-
sciousness thing’ about Liberians. The UN assumes that if only they could 
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understand how the [Western standards] work, that’s what they would 
want.”

There was a certain bitterness to what he said, and that surprised me at 
first. Did that come from the fact that he had to work in the ministry to 
solve the issues that NGOs would only criticize? “It’s easy for INGOs to 
say that [certain issues are a violation of international standards],” he said. 
“They don’t have to deal with the [actual problems].” I started talking 
about his role as a non-Liberian working for the Ministry of J:

I’d rather be working for the US government. I don’t mean to say “work for 
the US Ministry of J,” but if I’m to advise as an outsider, I’d rather be 
explicit about it. Many technical issues have political repercussions, and I 
think it’d be easier to be explicitly out of that.

As a way of ensuring national ownership and capacity building, many 
international fellows worked with a Liberian counterpart. In the past, min-
isters had come to rely heavily on Scott Fellows (“who knew everything 
about the ministry”), only to find that their knowledge left with them, 
when their time was up. “I now have a Liberian counterpart on every-
thing”, P told me. The Liberian counterpart, I understood, was useful in 
terms of identifying protocol issues. Asked about how the cooperation was 
going, he replied “all the ideas are mine, the work plan is mine; the 
Liberian person could not be more disinterested.” But the issue, P 
explained, was not just one of “Liberians vs. non-Liberians.” Again, the 
conversation brought us over to the Liberian diaspora, who have become 
more involved in Liberian ministries. “They’re ideal,” he said. Not only 
did they grasp the politics, but they seem “less timid about telling people 
that things should be different.” It was clear to me that P experienced a 
certain unease about passing judgment on how things should or should 
not be done, and was afraid of being more a representative of a Western 
governing logic rather than a staff in the Liberian ministry: “They don’t 
agonize—like I do—about whether or not they dilute local ownership. 
‘Cos everything is ‘cultural.’ But sometimes things aren’t cultural: they’re 
just inefficient.”

The conversation had taken a turn that brought me straight to the 
heart of the matter: “I act like I’m part of the ministry, but I’m not part of 
the ministry.” For instance, P recalled a meeting where the seating was 
arranged so that ministry people would sit together in the middle: “I was 
placed at a table for ministry people in a meeting, but that wasn’t right. 
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Other [Scott] Fellows were placed there too, but they were Liberians. On 
the other hand, I would have felt slightly out of place sitting in another 
place, I’m not a donor either.” He continued: “It’s weird, because a lot of 
donors will come to me to have access to the minister, because they assume 
that I’ll be more sympathetic to them than others in the ministry—which 
I am, because they make sense to me—gosh… I’d rather work for USAID.” 
We continued talking about his role as both outsider and insider: 
“Sometimes we make things more complicated and difficult than they are, 
by thinking too much about the issues. This intern who was here for three 
months improved things a lot, he just went in and told them how things 
could be more efficient.” I realized the conversation was nearing an end, 
as the bar was starting to fill up. I asked him if he ever felt part of the min-
istry, or if he always felt like an outsider: “The only time I feel like I’m part 
of the ministry 100% is when NGOs ask me to do stuff that the minister 
should sign off on; when expats try to take advantage of my position, 
assuming that I’ll be more on their side by virtue of being Western.” He 
told me how difficult it had been when the minister had once accused him 
of siding with an NGO.  Why, I asked, was his advice important to a 
Liberian minister, as opposed to the advice from other international 
experts? “It might be a relief for the minister to have an international who 
is not part of politics, so that the minister can rely on the technical advice.” 
P, the “white guy,” then returned to his ministry.

By focusing on national ownership of processes in Liberia and under-
standing this within a global/local framework through the lens of owner-
shipping, I began to see how actors connect, resist or re-channel various 
initiatives and agendas. Localities, or translocalities, a term coined by 
Arjun Appadurai (1996), emerged. According to Appadurai, translocality 
is a means for moving beyond the nation in order to gain a better under-
standing of sovereignty. “On the one hand, the production of locality 
challenges the order and orderliness of the nation-state. On the other 
hand, human motion in the context of the crisis of the nation-state encour-
ages the emergence of translocalities” (Appadurai 1996, p. 42). He goes 
on to explain how localities “are life worlds constituted by relatively stable 
associations, relatively known and shared histories, and collectively tra-
versed and legible spaces and places” Further, localities, when they are 
produced, are often in conflict with the nation-state. It is difficult to pin-
point the global community and local people.

However, in meetings with people who represent the different agendas, 
I found that translocalities were constantly being produced and repro-
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duced. Ties of work and business were interwoven: “various circulating 
populations with various kinds of ‘locals’ to create localities that belong in 
one sense to particular nation-states but are, from another point of view 
what we might call translocalities” (Appadurai 1996, p.  44). In these 
localities, the international community was defined in contrast to the local 
community by people who belonged to both of them—the Scott Fellows. 
Or perhaps it is more correct to say that they did not belong to either, that 
they were betwixt and between as “‘interstructural’ human beings” 
(Turner 1964, p. 4). From this position they had eyes and ears in different 
camps, and were thus especially well situated for negotiating between these 
structures or worlds. With the arrival of the Scott Fellows, the Liberian 
ministries had received their translocal brokers and franchise agents.

go-betweenS: natIonal ownerShIp, everyday 
practIceS, and a FranchISed State

The Scott Fellows had knowledge, a high degree of autonomy, and skills 
that contributed to facilitating processes at the interface between the 
Liberian government and the international organizations in the country. 
They could work fairly autonomously and navigate through the myriads 
of national and international guidelines, policies, plans, and strategies in 
the post-conflict country. The Scott Fellows thus provided navigation 
skills to the processes: they had one foot in both systems and thus were 
particularly good at navigating the interface. Even though this chapter 
builds mainly on interviews and observations, the perspective of owner-
shipping made it possible to examine the merging of systems and how this 
process pertains to notions of sovereignty or sovereignty as a template for 
actions. This I was able to do because the short-term fieldwork was part 
of a long-term fieldwork project that included participant observation of 
peacebuilding processes across several geographical sites and settings. 
However, doing long-term participant observation fieldwork within these 
ministries could probably provide further interesting findings on how 
knowledge, autonomy, and informal processes shape governmental 
institutions.

By focusing on how formal schemes were adjusted and turned into 
practice and new policies through informal processes in the Liberian min-
istries, I was able to examine how different actors representing different 
systems were negotiating, cooperating, and struggling to come together, 
rather than fighting to promote certain agendas.
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In terms of understanding the meanings of national ownership, and the 
conditions for a meaningful national political process, the conversations 
with the Scott Fellows took me to a site where I could study empirically 
practices resembling what Bartelson (2014) has described as the govern-
mentalization of sovereignty or a continuous maintenance of functions 
often carried out by non-state actors. As he notes: “a global civil society 
now functions as the main conveyor belt of governmentalization and 
hence also as an important mechanism for monitoring and regulating the 
international system.” (2014, p. 86). One of the many functions of the 
Scott Fellows within the ministries was to make connections and discon-
nections between systems. For my work, these findings were useful for 
describing how actors seek to combine peacebuilding mandates and reso-
lutions from the Security Council (as well as from other international 
organizations, like the World Bank) with realities on the ground. This, in 
turn, indicates that statebuilding is an emergent property of peacebuilding 
processes; further, that statebuilding activities aimed at capacity building 
of Liberian ministries were deemed necessary primarily in order to build a 
sustainable peace. The making of connections and disconnections that 
entailed the peacebuilding process in Liberia became largely 
depoliticized.

Long-term fieldwork on the Scott Fellows and their role in the minis-
tries would of course provide more flesh to the bones and thus a more 
detailed analysis of social relations and interactions within the ministries. 
However, my aim was not immersion in the ministries in Liberia, but to 
trace connections, disconnections, and processes pertaining to peacebuild-
ing across levels and distance. This chapter draws on short-term fieldwork 
of one aspect of Liberian ministries—but, as this aspect has been traced as 
part of the interconnectedness involving a peacebuilding process, it should 
be regarded as more than just an empirical snapshot.

The inside/outside distinction reified in international relations schol-
arship makes what is inside ipso facto a part of national or local politics 
and the outside the sphere of global politics: but this cannot grasp the 
 processes of articulations of sovereign politics and global governance 
unfolding daily in post-conflict countries (Andersen and Sending 2010). 
It relies on the distinction being fixed. However, this distinction must be 
reinforced and rewritten continuously by placing insiders at one table 
and outsiders at another. Thus, capturing how sovereignty is being per-
formed and organized becomes more interesting than just claiming that 
peacebuilding activities undermines the state. By quoting from some 
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conversations conducted in the course of a week in Monrovia, I have 
tried to show how go-betweens like the Scott Fellows are crucial to 
upholding these practices of boundary demarcation. Through their func-
tion of insiders by virtue of their position, they confirm the distinction in 
practice. Working in a ministry, they are no longer supposed to be inter-
national, and so the ministries are seen as having inherent qualities of 
“national” ownership.

The conversations also brought out another important element: that 
the possibilities for a meaningful local or national political process may lie 
not in where that process takes place, but in how. National ownership over 
a political process involving interactions between, on the one hand, a 
country devastated by civil war, and the well-oiled large-scale bureaucra-
cies embodying the international community on the other, can be mean-
ingful only if the distinction between the two is porous. National ownership 
relies not on the distinction between local and global being fixed, but on 
the porousness of that boundary. That is how the focus on ownership in 
peacebuilding process in Liberia resulted in practices that helped to turn 
the country into an object of governing. The focus on ownership resulted 
in practices that worked to (re)produce sovereignty, while simultaneously 
undermining national ownership of the state apparatuses and further (re)
producing Liberia as a franchised state. The central role that Scott Fellows 
play in Liberian ministries is not as intermediaries. They help translate 
contexts, whether bureaucratic or cultural. As one Liberian informant put 
it: “They are able to translate questions, they help the minister respond in 
a way that is in the best interest of our country.”

What the UN as an organization does is infinitely larger than what is 
happening in Liberia on the ground at any given time. It can best be 
understood as part of a global institutionalization process that, at the sim-
plistic level, is about people and cosmologies coming together. In coun-
tries hosting a UN peacekeeping operation, such as Liberia, the global 
institutionalization process is often presented through an ownership lens in 
order to make it appear legitimate and sustainable. There are many differ-
ent worlds potentially colliding in this process. People working in the 
midst of these processes are stakeholders of the relevant national commu-
nities and of the international community, at the same time.

The role of the Scott Fellows was an effect of the assumptions made at 
the higher and executive levels of the UN organization. In order to build 
peace, a whole range of other institutional factors were assumed necessary. 
When deploying the mission and setting up the peacebuilding project, 
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other actors were immediately needed, to provide the mechanisms that 
had been assumed to be essential. As we will see in the next chapters, the 
outcome of this process hinges on individuals and the institutional rela-
tionships between them. Comprehending this dynamic in the field 
required tracing the connections to the executive decision-making level as 
well as the policy-making level in the UN headquarters in New York.

noteS

1. Recent trends have included new norms for deploying operations to a coun-
try. One such example is the Responsibility to Protect (R2P), established in 
2005 as a UN norm. This norm holds that sovereignty is not only a right: it 
also entails the responsibility for the state to protect its population. In 2011 
the R2P norm triggered the Security Council’s adoption of Resolution 
1973, which led to the intervention in Libya that year. The outcome of that 
intervention has, however, stalled the Security Council from using the R2P 
norm in more recent relevant situations, as Syria in 2013. Protection of 
Civilians is another example of such a norm. Because these norms are rela-
tively new and have not yet become fully established, and because they were 
not relevant when UNMIL deployed in 2003, they will not be discussed 
here. However, it should be noted that these norms serve to broaden the 
zones where sovereignty is being negotiated and constituted.

2. A former Scott Fellow (see below), later on a Nike Fellowship working in 
Liberia.

3. Note the parallel with the League of Nations’ proposal to position delegates 
from key government positions in Liberia in the 1930s, which was turned 
down by President Barclay. Nevertheless, the country had to be put under 
the diplomatic protection of the USA, see Chap. 4.

4. Fellows were generally in their 20s and held degrees such as Masters in 
International Affairs from the School of International and Public Affairs at 
Columbia University, MPAs in International Development from Harvard’s 
Kennedy School of Government, Georgetown University’s Master of 
Science in Foreign Service program, or Masters in Law and African Studies 
at the University of Oxford in the UK.

5. See also Harrison (2004), Walker (1992), Bartelson (1995).
6. Interview with international NGO employee, Monrovia, January 19, 2010.
7. Paige West made a similar point about capacity building in her talk “The 

Elusive Concept of ‘Capacity Building’ in International Development” 
(Institute of Social Anthropology, University of Oslo, January 22, 2014).

8. For more on this, see http://www.unliberia.org/
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9. On sovereignty as frontier see Harrison 2004. Exploring the intervention of 
the World Bank in African indebted states, Harrison stresses the importance 
of understanding sovereignty as a frontier rather than as a boundary. See also 
Bartelson (1995), who speaks of sovereignty as a frame which divides the 
picture (inside) from the wall (outside), while being a part of neither.
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CHAPTER 8

Being a UN Bureaucrat: Policy-Making 
in the UN Secretariat

IntroductIon

March 2010. I had already been working in the Civil Affairs Section of 
the UN DPKO in New  York for more than half a year. Because the 
Special Committee of Peacekeeping (C34) meets in February/March 
every year, these months are central in the DPKO headquarters calen-
dar, with much of the staff occupied with meetings and workshops with 
member-states in the UN building. The section where I was working, 
Policy and Best Practices Services (PBPS), provides operational support 
to field officers by producing guidelines and policies for activities in 
missions, and was very busy. Since most of the DPKO staff had been 
moved from the Secretariat building to Madison Avenue 380, due to 
renovation of the UN building, everyone was running back and forth 
between Madison and 1st Avenue to attend meetings. On March 19, 
something out of the ordinary happened. In a plenary session, some 
member-states had accused Civil Affairs Officers of being Western spies 
who were being deployed to developing and post- conflict countries. 
The head of the Policy and Best Practices Services, who had been 
attending the meetings, immediately requested the Civil Affairs Office 
to provide documentation on field activities, at once. This was the first 
time ever that the Office had been mentioned in C34 sessions. His mes-
sage to our office was:
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Civil Affairs is getting a late bashing. I need to defend. And quick. I need 
those examples of real mission accomplishments of Civil Affairs. NAM 
(Non-Aligned Movement) is responding with a request for a report on ori-
gins of Civil Affairs mandate. (Fieldnotes, March 19, 2010)

That job ended up on my desk. I asked my supervisor why this was 
necessary: I thought everyone attending the C34 would have read both 
the Civil Affairs policy and mandate and would be quite familiar with the 
office’s activities. No, she told me, nobody ever bothered to notice Civil 
Affairs. Civil Affairs didn’t involve any “hot stuff” activities that the diplo-
mats could report on back to their capitals. Furthermore, she explained, 
the rapid turnover in member-state diplomats to the UN leads to tabloidi-
zation of the organization’s peacekeeping/peacebuilding activities. Only 
the topics that are highest on the agenda really gain attention. Civil Affairs 
had existed more or less below the radar of the member-states until now. 
Fortunately, I had spent much of my time in the office corresponding with 
Civil Affairs Officers working in the field, and had amassed information on 
a great many cases, with examples of field activities. These examples were 
originally meant for the Civil Affairs handbook that we were working on, 
but they proved very useful that day. All I had to do was to compress the 
data and make a selection of a few cases that could explain the section’s 
work in the field.

Having sent the examples of field activities to my supervisor, I went out 
for a coffee nearby. Sipping the coffee, I replayed the events of the day, 
thinking about how things had unfolded, struggling to put the pieces 
together. I had thought I was working in a Department of UN peacekeep-
ing that was supposed to provide operational support to the field by pro-
ducing policy and guidelines. I had also thought that these policies and 
guidelines were based upon mandates provided by the UNSC and the 
annual report of the C34. Today’s event made me uncertain about all this, 
as well as about the purpose of our section. Was our primary task to pro-
vide a framework for activities in the field—or was it to gain legitimacy and 
political support for ongoing activities? Until now I had been sitting at my 
desk gathering data for the handbook and other internal documents for 
the Civil Affairs Office, so as to produce policies and guidelines. I had 
thought that this was a typical top-down kind of work and that field offi-
cers would have only marginal impact at the level where I was working. To 
me, DPKO headquarters and the PBPS had appeared as the “cerebral” 
part of the UN or the place where instructions for the UN activities in the 
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field were being formed. In this way, I thought, the headquarters deter-
mined the activities in the field. But had I turned this picture upside down? 
How in fact was UN policy being formed, framed, and negotiated?

In this book I argue for the need to understand peacebuilding as a 
global process. This implies that it is important to understand what this 
global process consists of, the social practices and the social institutions, 
before one criticizes peacebuilding for being inefficient or unsuccessful, 
for instance. The social practices related to peacebuilding, or within the 
global process of peacebuilding, unfold simultaneously in a great variety of 
locations, from rural villages to capitals all over the world and metropolises 
like New York City.

This chapter deals with the headquarters level and discusses the purpose 
of policy. This is directly relevant for understanding what was shown in the 
previous chapters, for it explains how people on the ground do not relate 
to everyday activities at the UN in New York, and vice versa. And yet, 
there are connections. The driving force behind actors’ activities at head-
quarters level is that of giving legitimacy and providing support to the 
field. The PBPS connects the two other levels (implementation and execu-
tive decision-making) and thus represents an interface between the politics 
and the implementation levels. In this chapter, I draw on ownershipping in 
order to explore how peacebuilding becomes institutionalized when inten-
tions travel back and forth between bureaucratic hierarchical levels, and 
describe how this is in turn characterized by catching-up activities at head-
quarters level.

It would not have been possible to grasp these catching-up activities as 
a characteristic of the UN bureaucracy without participant observation 
and lengthy fieldwork focused on the relation between structure and social 
organization.

In How Institutions Think, Mary Douglas sets out to clarify how think-
ing is dependent upon institutions, and how institutions can fulfill their 
purpose only as long as people believe in their work and have “faith” in the 
outcome (1986, p. 2). This implies that a well-functioning institution is 
based upon its individuals’ shared categories of thoughts as well as control 
of uncertainty. From my fieldwork in the UN bureaucracy, focusing on 
activities pertaining to policy-making (formal schemes), I argue that these 
actors play an important role in the making and unmaking of connections 
across time and place. They are the ones who hold the institutional ends 
together (Lien and Melhus 2007), but they also serve to foster disconnec-
tions. They relate to peacebuilding as a modernistic project with standards 
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that need to be maintained. They act in an ideational world, or a world of 
abstractions. Their impact on the procedures or the “laboratories” where 
the different perspectives are connected in practice are limited, but they 
are still somehow the cerebral part of the UN DPKO, maintaining and 
producing shared categories, ideas, words, faith, and language on peace-
keeping activities.

BureaucratIc Interface

Much of the attention of the officials, or bureaucrats, working at UN 
headquarters was dominated by a catching-up tendency. The formal stipu-
lations in the broad peacebuilding mandates and resolutions, as adopted 
by the Security Council, result in a multitude of activities and actors on the 
ground, all seeking to realize the formalized intentions in UNSC resolu-
tions in the peacebuilding context in the post-conflict country. The degree 
of autonomy on the ground affects the institutional output and the link-
ages of the peacebuilding process, between the peacebuilding recipients 
and the donors. The protagonists in this chapter, the UN bureaucrats, 
were working at UN DPKO headquarters in New York and were geared 
towards a catching-up modus, trying to put language on activities emerg-
ing on the ground or in the field as a result of broad Security Council 
mandates.

Based on the empirical findings through qualitative fieldwork and par-
ticipant observation, as described in Chap. 3, this chapter focuses on per-
formers and producers of UN peace operation strategies, the actors 
working at UN DPKO headquarters. These actors represent an interface 
between the political decision-making level and the implementation level 
on the ground in peacekeeping missions. They also represent an interface 
between the external and the internal, the global, and the local, where 
political, cultural, and knowledge processes are continuously challenged 
and (re)built. Inspired by how Fredrik Barth (1987) argued that cosmolo-
gies can be understood only if studied as knowledge in communication 
processes, my empirical focus is on social encounters, in order to investi-
gate UN cosmology.

My fieldwork and everyday life at UN headquarters were described in 
Chap. 3. Because this empirical description is a relevant part of the thick 
description of life at UN headquarters, I will give a brief resume here. I 
was a UN officer for a year working at UN headquarters in Manhattan, 
taking part in the everyday life of the organization. My main tasks in the 
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Policy and Best Practices Services of UN DPKO involved preparing a 
handbook for the UN’s Civil Affairs Section as well as facilitating the Civil 
Affairs’ Community of Practice network. Work on the handbook put me 
in contact with various researchers and practitioners who were contribut-
ing chapters or other inputs to this book. Through my experiences, col-
leagues, people I met, and events I participated in, I got to know the 
organization’s everyday bureaucracy from the inside. This provided unique 
insights for interpreting actions and activities related to peacebuilding. 
The Policy and Best Practices Services reported directly to the Division of 
Policy, Evaluation and Training, which in turn reported to Office of the 
Under-Secretary-General of the Department of Peacekeeping Operations 
and to the Office of the Under-Secretary-General of the Department of 
Field Support. This chain of command and organizational hierarchy are 
described in detail in Chap. 3: suffice to note here that the main task of the 
section where I was working was to provide operational support for field 
officers by producing guidelines and policies, and, of course, “best 
practices.”

Although the physical surroundings on Manhattan were very different 
from those in Monrovia, there were also similarities, particularly as regards 
the people. Among the approximately 30 persons working in my section, 
the majority—but not all—came from Western countries. Most held pres-
tigious master degrees from world-class Western universities. Rather like 
myself, they tended to be between 30 and 40 years old. And yes, they 
closely resembled the people I have described socializing and networking 
at the veranda on Mamba Point Hotel in Monrovia.

cIvIl affaIrs

The Civil Affairs Section has evolved in parallel with the increasingly 
multidimensional character of peacekeeping and the need for the inter-
national community to engage with intra-state conflicts. Its activities and 
purposes emerged rather inductively as a response to the needs on the 
ground in the Balkans and elsewhere during the 1990s. In that period, 
increasingly complex civilian tasks in a wide range of various kinds of 
missions became a more substantial part of the UN agenda than during 
the Cold War. The establishment of the Civil Affairs Section reflects the 
shift away from traditional peacekeeping, but also the wide range of 
qualitatively different civilian tasks with which the UN has been gradu-
ally mandated. This inductive, or bottom-up, way of becoming a DPKO 
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section relates to perhaps the distinguishing feature of Civil Affairs today: 
the intention to respond to many and diverse needs in totally different 
places and settings. This component is meant to function throughout 
the various mission phases, with the evolving needs of mandate imple-
mentation. It is expected to be able to adjust and adapt activities in line 
with shifts in the surroundings and as the situation changes, but also in 
relation to the capacity and presence of other international partners at 
the local level. Aspirations are very high as regards the Civil Affairs 
Section.

Propelled by the events and activities in the 1990s, the UN system rec-
ognized in the early years of the new millennium the greater need for 
governance assistance in order to build a more substantial peace in post- 
conflict countries. Civil Affairs support to host countries was increasingly 
emphasized by the missions themselves (as in Liberia, Sierra Leone, 
Burundi) and evolved “to the point where ‘support to the restoration and 
extension of state authority’ was officially articulated, in 2008, as one of 
the three core roles of Civil Affairs” (UN Lessons Learned Review 2012, 
p. 18). In 2008, the Civil Affairs Section finally got its own policy, having 
been active for almost two decades and having become the largest civilian 
dimension of UN peacekeeping.

According to the Civil Affairs Policy Directive of 2008, Civil Affairs 
Officers are deployed to facilitate the implementation of peacekeeping 
mandates at the subnational level. The policy outlines three main roles 
for Civil Affairs Officers in the field: cross-mission representation, 
monitoring, and facilitation at the local level; confidence-building, 
conflict management, and support to reconciliation; and support to 
the restoration and extension of state authority (UN DPKO/DFS 
2008, p. 3)

These roles of course depend on the mandate and the stage of mandate 
implementation, but the Civil Affairs component in the field is increas-
ingly mandated and utilized. This has resulted in the “integration of the 
technical capacities of UNDP and political and operational capacities 
of the Department of Peacekeeping Operations in several countries” (UN 
Lessons Learned Review 2012, p. 20). Focusing on re-establishing local 
functions by involving a substantial local component, these programs have 
attempted to restart or develop local government functions. The three 
main roles constitute the core mandate of Civil Affairs, but they are also 
the lowest common denominator for the substantial variety in the work 
expected of officers in the field.1
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HQ versus fIeld

At the DPKO, I would normally begin the working day by checking the 
inbox of my UN email address as well as looking for activity in the Civil 
Affairs’ Community of Practice network, where we ran queries and discus-
sions with officers in the field on various field dilemmas and best practices. 
During the time I worked in this section, running the Civil Affairs 
Community of Practice (COP), as it was referred to internally, was my 
responsibility. According to the internal website, the COP was:

a knowledge sharing initiative to link colleagues working in similar job func-
tions across  the Department of Peacekeeping Operations /DFS missions, 
Headquarters and the UN System in general. They are online forums where 
members can ask questions and exchange knowledge. […] This system 
includes functions such as wikis, blogs, a shared calendar/workspace and 
e-discussions, while maintaining standard features such as queries and 
replies, a common library and expertise-location through member profiles. 
[…] In addition, there are COPs open to all staff members and others tar-
geted to a set of practitioners in different functional areas. Membership 
policy is determined by the Administrator of each of them. (DPKO internal 
web site, accessed January 2010)

For my office, the COPs were one way of gauging the pulse of the field. 
These communities of practices were conducted under Chatham House 
Rules, where no one is to be quoted by name. The Civil Affairs COP net-
work linked Civil Affairs Officers performing a wide range of tasks in peace 
operations around the globe—support to public administration, local- 
level conflict resolution, support to civil society, field office liaison, and 
more. The COP proved very useful for gathering background data and 
cases for the Civil Affairs handbook we were working on. There were 
many different COPs that were administered from the Policy and Best 
Practices Services; most offices had their own, and one would have to send 
a request to the facilitator in order to become a member. There was the 
Rule of Law Network, bringing together UN civilian police officers as well 
as staff working on judicial and legal systems, human rights, and correc-
tion officers. There was a Best Practices Network, open to all staff to share 
their knowledge and useful tips within and between peacekeeping mis-
sions. The Gender Team also had their own Gender COP, which served as 
a forum for gender advisors and focal points and other UN peacekeeping 
personnel interested in issues related to gender and peacekeeping.
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Most of the Civil Affairs documents we produced either started with 
a query or were shared with the COP, to get comments and input. This 
was a good way of anchoring the documents in the field, “the COPs are 
very useful in order to get the pulse on the field” (fieldnotes, Best 
Practices Officer, January 10, 2010). However, it became clear through 
many conversations with colleagues that the COPs could not replace 
real fieldwork experience for the officers working at UN headquarters in 
New York. In a conversation at one of the watering holes in the corri-
dors, I brought up the topic of HQ versus Field. My colleagues imme-
diately set about discrediting desk officers who had not been to the 
field:

they should travel to the country they are working on and work there for at 
least three months, it is difficult to understand the needs in the field from 
HQ in New York. Everything produced in HQ is based on an overarching 
perspective. Take for instance Sierra Leone, the elections were successful 
and then all of a sudden everything is ok, and the mission withdraws, but 
what are actually the real needs? This is what the Department of Peacekeeping 
Operations needs to understand. We have to go more regularly and fre-
quently to the field, otherwise our activity turns into just another academic 
discipline. (Fieldnotes from a conversation with three PBPS/DFS staff 
members, January 28, 2010)

This field sensitivity was also reflected in many of the internal meetings 
I attended and in conversations with colleagues in the course of my year at 
the PBPS. One highly regarded staff member in this section told me that 
“the purpose of policy is to get legitimacy for existing activities” (corridor 
conversation, December 10, 2009). The relation and the interconnected-
ness between the field and headquarters gradually became clearer. This left 
me with an impression of UN bureaucrats as the translators of the global 
institutionalization process represented by the UN. One colleague, the 
deputy leader of the section, further highlighted this aspect in an informal 
corridor conversation about a query I had in one of the section’s COPs. 
My question had concerned the role of peacebuilding vis-à-vis certain 
aspects of civil society and local perceptions in host countries. Asked why 
there existed no official policy on this topic, he parried: “sometimes activi-
ties on the ground haven’t matured enough to write policy on it” (February 
26, 2010). These bureaucrats or officials had been put in a position where 
they functioned as brokers between big politics and the real needs on the 
ground.
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tHe dPKo
In October 2012, I invited the former deputy chief of the Policy and Best 
Practices Services to an internal roundtable on UN culture at NUPI in 
Oslo. He started to talk about internal culture in the DPKO and told the 
story about how the West had come to dominate the department and how 
this department had grown so powerful in the UN.2 In order to under-
stand why he chose this entry point, we need to take one step back and 
look at the brief history of the UN DPKO.

The official Department of Peacekeeping Operations was formally cre-
ated in 1992 when Boutros Boutros-Ghali took office as UN Secretary- 
General. The structure of the DPKO as it is today has been heavily 
influenced by how this came into place in 1992 when the new Secretary- 
General tried to define new and different roles. His report on UN reform, 
An Agenda for Peace: Preventive Diplomacy, Peacemaking and 
Peacekeeping (1992), emphasizes the traditional peacekeeping role of the 
UN, as well as its responsibility for peace enforcement. In its early days, 
the DPKO was poorly resourced, and had to turn to international partners 
and donor countries to plan missions and cover the military aspect. This 
funding structure provided Western countries with substantial influence 
over the department. Then, in 2000 this structure was changed and for-
malized into a complex formula of apportioning peacekeeping expenses in 
accordance with the relative economic wealth of the respective member- 
states.3 Additionally, the five permanent members of the UNSC were 
required to pay a larger share because of their special responsibility for 
maintaining international peace and security.4

Another stocktaking report was finalized, the Brahimi Report (UN 
General Assembly/Security Council 2000). The conclusions in this report 
resulted in a further expansion of the DPKO. The report stressed that 
half-measure operations should be replaced by a clear and well-supported 
plan of action, including more troops, more staff at headquarters, and 
stronger political, financial, and material support from the member-states. 
Equally, it underlined the importance of standards for judging the perfor-
mance of the peacekeepers. The core of the report is a call for more effec-
tive conflict prevention and for multidisciplinary approaches to 
peacekeeping, including civilian police, interim administration alongside 
traditional military functions. Furthermore, the report located peacekeep-
ing as one of the UN’s “core activities” rather than a “temporary respon-
sibility.” This resulted in an expansion of the activities, strategies, 
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knowledge development, and concept development; the DPKO gradually 
became an even stronger organization within the UN.  This continued 
until Ban Ki-Moon took over after Kofi Annan as Secretary-General. One 
of the first things Ban Ki-Moon did in his new post was to split the depart-
ment in two: the Department of Peacekeeping Operations and the 
Department of Field Support Office. The former department had grown 
too big and needed to be downsized. According to a former PBPS officer, 
“the organization could at this point win every debate bureaucratically 
just by picking up the phone—it had become too powerful” (fieldnotes, 
April 2010). In conversations with colleagues in the Policy and Best 
Practices Services, I was further told that Department of Field Support 
Office had been created as a “new hammer” (fieldnotes, April 2010). The 
structural adjustments resulted in a balancing of powers between the UN 
agencies where “any department of the UN should be able to go out in 
the field and design solutions; DPA [Department of Political Affairs] sup-
ported this, and the Department of Peacekeeping Operations was left 
sulking in the corner” (fieldnotes, April 2010). This left the Department 
of Peacekeeping Operations in an existential crisis they were still  contending 
with in 2012: the various sections, also the PBPS, had to find ways of fit-
ting into the new framework.

New partnerships and cross-departmental cooperation seemed to be 
the result of the adjustments, but the culture of protecting one’s interests 
was still highly prevalent in 2012 (fieldnotes, October 3, 2012). During 
the NUPI roundtable on UN culture, it became clear that the Department 
of Peacekeeping Operations had managed to maintain most of its substan-
tial power, but through other channels, or new ones. Underneath the 
organizational reforms, reorganizations, and structural adjustments, the 
staff still protects their interests, such as the Office of Operations (the 
political part of the DPKO) and the Office of Rule of Law (a relatively new 
structure) (fieldnotes, October 3, 2012). However, the DPKO had man-
aged to secure another platform of influence in the new power structure: 
the new Office of Crisis Center would represent an important structure 
above the departments, with a direct line to the Secretary-General. This 
office was staffed largely by former senior DPKO officials.

“Game tHe same”5

According to UN staff, the Department of Peacekeeping Operations was, 
in 2012, somewhat in the pockets of Western countries, suffering from the 
impact of the early days of the department (fieldnotes, former PBPS staff, 
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PK, October 3, 2012, NUPI seminar on internal culture of the UN). In 
addition to the formalized funding formula for peacekeeping, member- 
states may also exert influence through supporting specific projects or pro-
cesses by deploying seconded personnel, establishing new positions, or 
supporting the production of policies, guidelines, training manuals, and 
the like. When I questioned delegates about how countries could do this, 
several of them explained that the countries could provide considerable 
funding for the major UN think-tanks located in New  York, the 
International Peace Institute (IPI), Center on International Cooperation 
(CIC) and the Security Council Report (SCR). In this way, countries 
could significantly influence the DPKO through, for instance, documents 
such as “A New Partnership Agenda: Charting a New Horizon for UN 
Peacekeeping” (UN DPKO/DFS 2009) which was produced by one of 
these institutes (fieldnotes, Norwegian delegate, March 30, 2010, 
New York). Others mentioned that countries could deploy expert teams 
on, for instance, gender issues to peacekeeping missions and advisors to 
DPKO headquarters, or simply request work on a specific topic. 
Furthermore, according to a Norwegian delegate involved in the negotia-
tions with the C34 report,

Norway does not need the report when the NAM countries [the non- 
aligned movement] are taking a different position. Norway can push 
through much of its policy on peacekeeping through other channels, such as 
for instance the Policy and Best Practices Services. (Fieldnotes from conver-
sation with Norwegian delegate, March 30, 2010)

Consequently, UN peacekeeping activities may easily end up as a com-
promise between donor-country interests and the interests of the UN 
peacekeeping bureaucracy.

During my time at the Civil Affairs Office, I attended several meetings 
with various delegations. Among other things, we were looking for fund-
ing for a venue that could launch three pilot projects on training Civil 
Affairs Officers in the field. One of these meetings was with the Norwegian 
UN delegation. After we had presented our plans, the delegates responded 
as follows:

the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs would probably be interested in 
this project, but if you could include something on gender it would be 
much easier to secure the funding, and furthermore, if we could locate one 
of the three pilots in MONUC instead of the three original missions it 

 “GAME THE SAME” 



208 

would be even better in terms of funding. (Fieldnotes, meeting in the 
Norwegian Permanent Mission to the United Nations, February 2010)

This is a telling illustration of how the rationality of member-states 
interacts with the rationality of the UN bureaucracy, and how UN bureau-
crats have to compromise to get things done or to implement and opera-
tionalize improvements, new plans, or reforms. It further shows the 
complexities relating to national ownership in connection with peace-
building. UN bureaucrats working at headquarters must confront the 
field, the member-states, and the UNSC all the time. Their job is to try to 
make all the different interests come together—preferably resulting in 
nothing less than sustainable peace in war-torn countries. As a UN bureau-
crat working at the DPKO, I had to feel the pulse of the field, the member- 
states, and the big politics of the General Assembly as well as the UNSC, 
trying to merge needs with funding and big politics. Usually the way to 
move forward is to ship suggestions and drafts back and forth between 
field level and the member-state level. The output will normally be a policy 
document anchored in Security Council concepts and language on peace-
building, focused on statebuilding activities.

ProducInG BureaucratIc taxonomIes: catcHInG 
uP and BreaKInG tHrouGH wItH lanGuaGe 

to tHe c34
The Special Committee for Peacekeeping Operations (the C34) is an 
annual report-writing committee, a large priority-setting body for the 
DPKO. It is a forum for discussions of peacekeeping policy and practice 
among member-states. The Committee, authorized by the UN General 
Assembly in 1965 with the adoption of Resolution 2006, was established 
to conduct a comprehensive review of the whole question of UN peace-
keeping operations, to be submitted to the General Assembly. The 
Secretary-General and the President of the General Assembly determined 
the membership of the Committee. In 1989, China became its 34th mem-
ber, and the Committee came to be known as the C34. In 1997, the 
General Assembly increased the size of the C34 once more and began the 
expansion to the current level of 144 member-states and 14 observers. 
Member-states are primarily past and current contributors to peacekeep-
ing operations; they have one vote each, with majority voting among the 
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member-states present, for both procedural and substantive matters. 
There is a strong consensus focus, and there are no privileged member- 
states with veto power. The voting rules apply to voting on amendments, 
draft report segments, and portions of draft report segments. Member- 
states must vote in favor or in opposition: abstentions are not allowed.6

Each year the UN Secretary-General issues the Report of the Secretary- 
General on the Implementation of the Recommendations of the Special 
Committee on Peacekeeping Operations, but it is the Security Council 
that ultimately adopts the mandates for peacekeeping operations. The 
report of the C34 is not necessarily taken into consideration when the 
Council decides on these mandates, however. In Chap. 5, I showed how 
the internal dynamic among the delegates indicates that the consensus focus 
and big politics are more immediate concerns in this arena.

The C34 is the only body that comprehensively reviews the UN’s 
peacekeeping operations. It has been able to set the agenda and promote 
several reforms, institutional and operational. According to several PBPS 
colleagues, the C34 often turned into a forum consisting of opposing 
groups: the troop-contributing countries together with the police- 
contributing countries on the one hand, and the top financial contributors 
on the other. The non-aligned movement (NAM countries) would also 
very often unite in their opinions in the C34, as elsewhere in the UN.

When I was working in the PBPS in 2010, the main issue for the four- 
week session of the C34 was Robust Peacekeeping. Discussions became 
mired down in a debate on how to label this activity. Participants could see 
that this would be the case already from the first day. The NAM members 
preferred the term “effective peacekeeping” to “robust peacekeeping.” 
The latter was considered to be too aggressive, and they felt that the name 
could jeopardize strategic relations with the host governments. The EU, 
Canada, and the USA shared the position expressed in the Secretary- 
General’s report to the C34 on Robust Peacekeeping, while Japan asked 
about lessons learned. Everyone in the PBPS seemed to think that Brazil 
was the only member-state that had really been to the point in the general 
debate that day, asking: “What is Robust Peacekeeping and aren’t we 
doing this already?” (fieldnotes from the first day of the general debate of 
the 2010 Substantive Session of the Special Committee on Peacekeeping 
Operations, February 22, 2010). To my colleagues, it was not really clear 
how Robust Peacekeeping distinguished itself from ordinary peacekeep-
ing—but there was general agreement that it was not peace enforcement, 
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that it was a posture rather than a military term, and that it would have to 
be conducted in accordance with the principles of UN peacekeeping.

In fact, for the Civil Affairs Office, the primary concern was not so 
much the general debate on Robust Peacekeeping as it was how to get 
through to the C34  in order to get some “language” on Civil Affairs 
activity. The Civil Affairs Section was not widely known beyond DPKO 
circles at the time when I was working there. Still, I can recall several 
conversations with delegates, UN bureaucrats, and researchers who were 
familiar with the office and its activity in the field. All of these people who 
were “in the know” seemed to acknowledge its importance, while also 
recognizing the absence of general recognition and even the lack of 
awareness about its existence among most member-states. When I asked 
my supervisor at the Civil Affairs Office about the C34 and what we 
wanted to get out of these sessions, she started to talk about the impor-
tance of getting Civil Affairs activities included in the final report of the 
C34: “we need to get some language on our activities” (fieldnotes, 
February 2010).

Until 2010, Civil Affairs had existed “below the radar” and had never 
been on the agenda of the C34, but this year it really was. As noted, in one 
of the sessions, Civil Affairs personnel were accused by NAM countries of 
being Western spies deployed to developing and post-conflict countries. 
This created a need for more “language” on Civil Affairs activities. And 
since I was at the time a UN bureaucrat with Civil Affairs as my responsi-
bility, this ended up on my desk. I immediately began contacting Heads of 
Civil Affairs in all the current UN missions, to get an overview of who the 
Civil Affairs Officers were and where they came from. In one way, these 
accusations served to move Civil Affairs further up the hierarchy. More 
member-states became aware of the section and its activity; and, in 2012, 
Civil Affairs was at last mentioned in the final C34 report.

In order for ideas to come into life in this way, the ideas or the activities 
need to become part of the language and connect with other phenomena 
or activities: “It is in such processes that such things as ‘society’ come into 
being and start making themselves relevant as something distinct from, 
but to some degree determinant of, individual action” (Vike 1996, 
pp.  302–303). Terms like “peacebuilding,” “ownership,” “local-level 
peacebuilding,” and “women, peace, and security” are abstractions. For 
the people involved in these activities, these terms become tools that are 
handled and used as if they were tangible things, whereas reality is far more 
complicated and bewildering.
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However, this makes it easier for individuals to navigate, act, and man-
age complex tasks. This activity could be described as the making of tax-
onomies which is central to the making and developing of bureaucracy; as 
Handelman notes: “There is no bureaucracy without classification, with-
out the invention of categories of inclusion and exclusion. This premise is 
integral to bureaucracy whether it is viewed from within or from without” 
(1995, p. 280). Herzfeld (1992, pp. 18–19) has described how this activ-
ity produces categories of insiders and outsiders, where insiders are 
included and outsiders are excluded. Whereas Handelman and Herzfeld, 
according to Heyman, see bureaucracies as arising through history as a 
Hegelian Eurocentric idea, Heyman argues that it is important to explore 
“how characteristic ideas are produced and reproduced in societal- 
historical contexts.” This means that it is important to explore historical 
trajectories of bureaucracies including global connections. This is the main 
point in Lakoff and Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By (1980); however, 
they do not incorporate the idea that individuals are aware of this phe-
nomenon and allow themselves to be “governed” by such simplifications.

My findings indicate that it would be more in line with empirical find-
ings to say that individuals are aware of, make use of, act upon, and wel-
come these terms and words. On the ground or in the field, things are 
complex, heterogeneous, and messy; nevertheless, UN officials at head-
quarters and elsewhere readily employ terms like “peacebuilding” “own-
ership,” and “women, peace and security”. In that context, these words 
become mechanisms that provide meaning and belonging to a multitude 
of experiences across a great range of locations and contexts. The produc-
tion of such language is a crucial part of the production of bureaucratic 
taxonomies and tells us how social categories are invented. This, in turn, 
is central to the process of inclusion and exclusion or connections and 
disconnections. In a sense, these words are tools necessary for the actors 
in the organizational hierarchy to be able to communicate with each other 
across sections, departments, and levels. The delegate who asked “what is 
robust peacekeeping, and aren’t we doing this already?” and the one who 
called for language on their activities were thus referring to bureaucratic 
taxonomies in the making.

This chapter has shown how many of the efforts of headquarters 
bureaucrats are characterized by a catching-up tendency. The Security 
Council produces broad peacebuilding mandates, the formal stipulations 
for peacebuilding. These mandates result in peacebuilding activities on the 
ground. But the intentions embodied in formal stipulations do not exist 
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until they become realized through social practices. The setup of organi-
zations and the informal processes thus become crucial to the outcome. 
The UN official who called for a need to put “language” on activities, 
together with the delegate who asked, “aren’t we doing this already,” can 
indicate a tendency in peacebuilding that would place peacebuilding activ-
ities in the field in the periphery. Together with the narrative of the Civil 
Affairs Section, this provides an empirical example that describes the pro-
cess of how emergent properties of peacebuilding can be provided with 
institutional language and institutionalized at the formal level. In other 
circumstances, as with the project of establishing WCPS across Liberia, 
such emergent properties were ignored, or at best provided with “wrong” 
institutional language. This we saw in Chap. 6, which described how pro-
cesses clearly associated with statebuilding were labeled with institutional 
language that focused on the security of women and children. Chapters 4 
and 610.1007/978-3-319-65569-7_9 also showed how the making of 
bureaucratic language or bureaucratic taxonomies is essentially an exercise 
of power, as seen in the empirical examples showing how customary jus-
tice and secret societies with roots in the Liberian society and history were 
systematically being disconnected and how shadow state structures were 
being (re)produced.

It is clear that the catching-up tendency is also closely connected with 
the bureaucratic making of connections and disconnections in the fran-
chised state. These catching-up activities show the importance of under-
standing peacebuilding as a process. Activities in the field emerge from a 
broad Security Council mandate, but they may exist for decades without a 
formal policy, as was the case with the Civil Affairs Section. Consequently, 
the peacebuilding bureaucracy is not static: it is an instrumental machin-
ery, but it is also capable of incorporating new activities and innovations. 
This catching-up tendency entails a bureaucratic plasticity that makes it 
necessary to understand institutionalization as a process. It also implies 
that it is possible to provide an alternative explanation of why bureaucra-
cies remain stable. This alternative explanation is not based solely on an 
understanding of bureaucrats as automatons adhering to formal standard-
izations. On the contrary, and as a continuation of how Douglas (1986) 
describes institutions, bureaucracies remain stable precisely because of the 
ability of bureaucrats to transcend both the rational and the irrational in 
reacting to changing environments.

In turn, that makes a historically oriented anthropology necessary 
for understanding the variety of bureaucracies and institutions. UN 
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peacekeeping and peacebuilding activities have evolved and adapted to 
a changing global environment for almost 70 years now. This includes 
the end of the Cold War as well as substantial changes in types of con-
flicts and threats to international peace, security, and stability. This 
catching-up phenomenon, or ability, also became clear during my field-
work and was experienced through participant observation at DPKO 
headquarters. Peacebuilding becomes institutionalized when intentions 
travel and activities move across levels and between formal and informal 
processes. Focusing on this dynamic has made it possible to follow up 
on Heyman’s call for “a variety of approaches to bureaucracy […] that 
contribute to understanding issues beyond bureaucracy” (1995, 
p. 283). Combined with Handelman’s focus on bureaucracies as orga-
nizations designed for making and implementing taxonomies, it became 
possible to trace, “where the taxonomies come from and what imple-
mentation does to people” (Heyman 1995, p. 283), how ideas about 
sovereignty worked as a template for incorporating activities from the 
field into new and updated peacebuilding policy.

BureaucratIc walKaBouts

This chapter was based on participant observation in the Policy and Best 
Practices Section of the UN DPKO. I have shown how constitutive ele-
ments within the UN organization are formed, and how this process looks, 
seen from headquarters. As one informant working at the top of the hier-
archy of UN peacebuilding explained, UN activity and policy are made 
through bureaucratic “walkabouts”: “The result is sold on the big ideas 
and implemented on the small ones” (interview, New York, November 18, 
2010). In these bureaucratic “walkabouts,” there are almost no limits as 
to whom to involve. In order to gain momentum, support, and legitimacy, 
governments and ministries of foreign affairs as well as NGOs, think-tanks, 
and research institutes are engaged. The efforts put into the battlefield of 
words and meaning float back and forth between all these practitioners.

This is all very much a question of creating language on activities or 
establishing reifications or collective representations that the peacebuilders 
can live by. Examples of such reifications are “peacebuilding,” “robust 
peacekeeping,” “responsibility to protect,” “ownership,” “local-level 
peacebuilding,” “protection of civilians,” and more. An important task for 
the bureaucrats in the section where I was working was “breaking through” 
with language on “their” activity in the field—as in the C34 final annual 
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report. This would not only give recognition within the system but also 
gain momentum among UN member-states, NGOs, think-tanks, and so 
on, finally resulting in greater activity and more attention to the section. 
When I began working in the Civil Affairs Office in 2009, there was only 
one official at HQ and approximately 500 staff deployed to the field. In 
2009, this office had already started an initiative to give the section more 
recognition. In 2011, Civil Affairs achieved “language” by being men-
tioned in the annual C34 report, and its activities and focus were increas-
ingly recognized by a larger group of practitioners, diplomats, bureaucrats, 
and academics. By 2013 the section had more than doubled its staff, in the 
field and at HQ.

While I was doing participant observation at UN headquarters in 
2009/2010, Civil Affairs transformed into a new “thing.” Previously it 
had existed below the radar of the member-states and without “language.” 
The section had come into being in the Balkans in the early 1990s because 
UN officials working in the field had encountered certain areas or needs, 
and got an idea of how they could help to improve the situation in rural 
areas. Gradually these actors who began doing peacebuilding activities in 
rural areas under the label of “Political Affairs” did not fit into this cate-
gory anymore. These activities were therefore excluded from this section 
and renamed Civil Affairs. And eventually, as we have seen, Civil Affairs 
also got their own policy and were ultimately also included, with language, 
in the final report of the C34. If by “institutionalization” we mean that 
certain phenomena are sorted into categories, with the creation of offices 
responsible for these categories, and that people are trained to sit in these 
offices to solve the tasks they have been assigned, then we could indeed say 
that Civil Affairs had become institutionalized.

When “things” or activities become visible or institutionalized in the 
bureaucracy, they become objects for bureaucratic systems. Here, com-
munication of the words or the collective representations must be main-
tained throughout the hierarchical system. Different parts of the system, 
different individuals in different sections, departments, and levels are con-
nected through various subjective meanings of the words and the prac-
tices. The catching-up actions of the processes become crucial to the 
continuity of the organizational chain, because they build connections, 
make sense, and facilitate communication. This points towards peace-
building as a bottom-up enterprise, since what the bureaucrats, or the 
policy-makers, did was very much to run after the activities in the mission 
countries in order to provide formality through formal language, thereby 
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gaining and maintaining legitimacy from the UN member-states. But the 
policies and guidelines that were being produced and updated based on 
catching-up processes were nevertheless incorporated into documents that 
had to fit with existing peacebuilding policy as well as with previous 
Security Council mandates and resolutions. In this way, the production of 
peacebuilding taxonomies was skewed towards HQ and concerns in inter-
national politics in favor of catching-up activities and reports from the 
field.

Thus, the next step would be to go back to the field and pursue the 
formal processes by tracing the connections to see how they made sense in 
a totally different setting. And so I returned to Liberia. The next chapter 
explores the international organization, the UN, at the “local level” in 
rural areas of Liberia. To borrow a phrase from Tsing (2005, p. 6), I went 
back searching for situations “where the rubber meets the road.” Having 
added a crucial part of the studying-through approach to my fieldwork 
since last visiting Liberia, I was able to trace, detect, and include more 
connections, disconnections, and practices as well as more detailed formal 
stipulations, across the different levels, in studying peacebuilding activities 
in rural Liberia.

notes

1. A representative selection of empirical examples on how the role of Civil 
Affairs officers may typically be played out in the field will be presented in 
Chap. 9. For further details, see the three reports from the project 
“Contextualizing peacebuilding activities to local circumstances,” by Diana 
Felix da Costa and John Karlsrud (2012a, b), Hannah Neumann and Niels 
Nagelhus Schia (2012).

2. At the time of the roundtable, he was on leave from DPKO, working for the 
UNDP in the field in an African country.

3. The top ten providers of assessed contributions to UN peacekeeping opera-
tions 2013–2015 [A/67/224] were (1) USA (27.14%), (2) Japan (12.53%), 
(3) United Kingdom (8.15%), (4) Germany (8.02%), (5) France (7.55%), 
(6) Italy (5.00%), (7) China (3.93%), (8) Canada (3.21%), (9) Spain (3.18%), 
and (10) Republic of Korea (2.26%).

4. This was formalized by the General Assembly and formalized in General 
Assembly Resolution A/RES/55/235 of December 23, 2000.

5. Slim Charles, The Wire, TV Show.
6. http://www.nmun.org/ny13_downloads/BGGU13C34.pdf. Accessed 

March 14, 2014.
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CHAPTER 9

Fringes of the Franchised State and UN Civil 
Affairs in Liberia

Policy worlds open up ambiguous spaces in which actors and agents 
compete for influence. Even if they cannot overturn a particular policy, 

they use tactics and strategies to make to that policy something quite 
different from what its authors intended.

(Shore and Wright (2011, p. 19))
Some things in Liberia are quite different and it just doesn’t work 

based on international best practices. That’s where we assist our 
international partners with providing context.

(National Civil Affairs Officer, Monrovia, September 2011)

“KicK-Starting Lofa”
This chapter explicates and illustrates to what extent rural areas/periphery 
in Liberia are encompassed by the franchised state. Drawing on Anna 
Tsing’s “friction” metaphor, I explore the fringes of the franchised state, 
beginning with an empirical snapshot from my fieldwork on rural Liberia.

This chapter is based on a research project involving fieldwork in Haiti, Liberia, 
and South Sudan, carried out together with John Karlsrud, Diana Felix da Costa,  
Hannah Neumann, Felesu Swary and Saah N’Tow. The chapter draws on reports 
from the fieldwork and an article published in International Peacekeeping. (Schia 
and Karlsrud 2013)
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In an interview with one of the UN’s Civil Affairs staff in Monrovia, I 
was told how the UN had “kick-started” Lofa, a rural county in the north 
of the country on the border to Guinea. In 2007, Lofa became a pilot for 
a new UN project in Liberia, when UN HQ in New  York mandated 
UNMIL’s Civil Affairs (CA) Section to carry out 30 county consultative 
forums throughout the country. However, CA was not allocated a budget 
or any extra resources for this. The task was interpreted and translated by 
the Civil Affairs Officers (CAOs) working in Lofa County, who identified 
what expenses would be necessary. With no budget for the work, the sole 
kind of funding they could request was for covering water and food 
expenses. They deliberately kept the actual water and food costs low, to 
have at least some funding for transportation, crucial for implementation 
and attendance at meetings. In the end it was only the Civil Affairs Officers 
(CAOs) who saw the actual budget.

The CAOs thus manipulated the budget in order to provide a platform 
which could give people in the county an opportunity to express their 
concerns: “there was a great need for this; you could tell that people had 
not previously been listened to” (International CAO, interviewed in 
Monrovia, September 2011). Several other international and national 
interviewees concurred with this view. This could be seen as an example of 
“organized hypocrisy” and divergence between plan and action, where 
working-level officers circumvent or bend rules and regulations in order to 
achieve an end result beneficial to the overall mandate of the mission 
(Brunsson 2002).

The consultative forums project had been designed in New York and 
included in the terms of reference, which also featured the usual buzz-
words like “inclusiveness,” “land disputes,” “youth issues,” and so on. On 
the ground these concepts were translated into practical arrangements and 
ultimately peace committees. Due to the scarce budget and resources, the 
role of CA facilitators became very prominent. When the CAOs first 
arrived, the villagers met them with a whole range of demands: “we want 
UNMIL to do a,b,c,d” (international CAO, Monrovia, September 2011). 
To this, the CAOs replied that they had no resources and could only pro-
vide transportation. The villagers became perplexed when they learned 
that they would have to deal with the challenges themselves. Our inter-
viewee had pressed the point further and had asked at one of the 
meetings:

What do you do if UNMIL leaves tomorrow and you are all on your own? 
Yes, we will leave, PAKBAT [UNMIL’s Pakistani battalion] will leave and 

 9 FRINGES OF THE FRANCHISED STATE AND UN CIVIL AFFAIRS IN LIBERIA



 219

you will be left on your own, what do you do? Is there anything you can do 
before this happens?

The villagers discussed among themselves and suggested the establish-
ment of peace committees—which are now active in all the 15 counties of 
Liberia. Corresponding with the district commissions and working with 
the political districts, these peace committees serve as focal points and are 
called upon to mediate in various issues, including land disputes, ethnic 
and religious tensions, and GBV.

Thus, we can see that, although the mandate had been produced in one 
of the UN buildings on Manhattan, when it touched ground or was to be 
converted into activities, it encountered problems. The CAOs of UNMIL 
then contextualized the budget as well as the content, and served as facili-
tator at the meetings. Negotiations then ensued, which resulted in an 
interpretation and contextualization of the mandate so that it would fit 
with the local circumstances. The overall encounter involved actors from 
around the world, with very different backgrounds and ambitions: the 
actors in New York who wrote the mandate and the instructions, the UN 
officers at the UNMIL headquarters in Monrovia, the UN officers out in 
the field, and the people of Lofa. All of them were trying to make ends 
meet within their own habitat, but were also connected by a global insti-
tutionalization process. The friction that occurred at this site merged the 
different rationalities of these different habitats into something new and 
resulted in an interpretation and contextualization of the mandate suited 
to local needs and problems.

the PLaSticity of PeacebuiLding

Civil Affairs doesn’t have money. Civil Affairs has knowledge. Civil Affairs 
has contacts and we are present. That’s what we are offering to the authori-
ties and to other UN partners.

(International CA Officer, Monrovia, September 2011)

By focusing on empirical encounters between different systems in rural 
Liberia, this chapter underscores how informal processes adapt. The plas-
ticity of peacebuilding contextualizes the intentions in formal processes, 
schemes, and stipulations—in the process, leading to variations of 
peacebuilding.

It was 2011 and I had started planning for new fieldwork in Liberia. I 
had now been to the country several times and visited Monrovia as well as 
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many other towns, county capitals, villages, and rural areas. I had also 
studied the executive decision-making arena of the UN organization as 
well as the headquarters of the UN’s Department for Peacekeeping 
Operations in New  York. These trips, or this long-term fieldwork, had 
made me increasingly aware of the complexity and the expanse in the field 
of peacebuilding, as well as the multifaceted character of peacebuilding 
activities. Now I wanted to go back to Liberia in order to focus on the 
civilian dimension of the UN’s peacebuilding component: in particular, 
the components aimed at kick-starting and facilitating local processes. I 
decided to do follow-up fieldwork on the Civil Affairs Section and its offi-
cers who were deployed to the field, often in rural areas described as 
“hardship posts.” That would enable me to follow up on how HQ-level 
intentions embodied in the peacebuilding mandates, policies and guide-
lines were operationalized at the field level.

These field studies in Liberia in 2011 made me especially aware of the 
good intentions among external or international actors and their will to 
analyze and understand the local political economy and reflexivity on 
their own role as part of this political economy. I also noted the various 
strategies employed to further peacebuilding goals, through the use of 
assets like helicopters and other infrastructure, the development of small-
scale projects to increase buy-in of the larger peacebuilding agenda, and 
others.

Based on the findings from this fieldwork, this chapter is concerned 
with some of the challenges facing the UN and its efforts to adapt its 
peacebuilding activities to local needs by pursuing conflicting power 
structures and cumbersome processes caused by the complexities of the 
field inherent in the peacebuilding project as such. Focusing on friction 
sites, I take another path than the tradition in the literature on peacebuild-
ing that has tended to explain the challenges as caused by “blind spots” 
concerning the role as external providers of material and ideational 
resources. Through fieldwork, I explored several components and activi-
ties in the UN apparatus designed specifically for this purpose. Going 
back and forth between rural areas and the capital in Liberia provided a 
chance to trace this focus from the field where the work was being imple-
mented to UNMIL headquarters where bureaucratic concerns to a larger 
extent dominated the agenda.

We will see how peacebuilding mandates, policies and guidelines 
become contextualized through activities at the local level. According to 
Fredrik Barth (1993), people embody different potentials through their 
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specific biographies or acquired knowledge, experiences, and values. 
Focusing on the specific and contextual terms, intentions, and practices, 
Barth designed a generative model that could explain variation. Situational 
contexts affect the positions from where people act in the world. People 
are differently predisposed, and use embodied skills, intentions, and pre-
conditions to improvise. In this way, Barth argued, variation is generated. 
This resembles Tsing’s (2005) conception of friction and awkward 
engagements.

Drawing on the empirical findings from my fieldwork and inspired by 
Barth and Tsing, I have chosen to use friction sites as an entry point for 
this chapter. By highlighting the encounters between different sets of 
interests, experiences, or positions, focusing on friction sites in combina-
tion with ownershipping can facilitate inquiry into the challenges related to 
ownership in the peacebuilding process in rural areas in a post-conflict 
country (see also Schia and Karlsrud 2013). I focus on how peacebuilding 
intentions were contextualized in Liberia and thus how peacebuilding, 
understood as a global institutionalization process, generates variation at 
the local level. Within this perspective, local people in Liberia are not 
regarded as helpless victims, or solely as actors of resistance, but as actors 
who could play an active role in processes, as participants of the franchised 
state, that established global connections through everyday practices in 
post-conflict environments.

After briefly revisiting the concept of friction and how this can provide 
new insights into the field of peacebuilding as a global institutionalization 
process, I apply this concept to local peacebuilding, drawing on fieldwork 
in Liberia. Finally, I argue for the usefulness of an ethnographically driven 
approach to the study of peacebuilding and the special insights to be 
gained from focusing on this phenomenon as global encounters or friction 
sites. This chapter will show how variations in the peacebuilding industry, 
and thus franchised states, are generated at the local level through the 
making of connections.

I was back in Liberia, this time for two weeks in September and in 
November 2011. With me was a research team consisting of a German 
research fellow and two Liberian researchers. During the fieldwork we 
spent considerable time discussing the interface between the UN and 
Liberians, particularly exploring the Civil Affairs Section as a facilitator of 
this interface. In total, our team visited four counties and undertook 80 
extended interviews as well as 20 shorter ones. I met with Civil Affairs 
Officers (internationals and nationals) working at mission headquarters in 
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Monrovia and in rural areas. Moving along with these people enabled 
observation on their everyday context. In the field, I met with local repre-
sentatives of state apparatuses, civil society workers, youth organizations, 
and women’s rights organizations as well as the CAOs deployed in these 
areas. I took part in several focus groups with Liberian civil society groups 
where we discussed peacebuilding and its role in the everyday lives of the 
people. In this way we were able to triangulate the views of the various 
actors.

reStoration and extenSion of State authority

Propelled by events and activities in the 1990s, as noted in Chap. 1, in the 
early years of the new millennium, the UN system came to recognize the 
growing need for governance assistance for building a more substantial 
peace in post-conflict countries. Soon several organizational initiatives that 
sought to address these challenges had been taken within the UN system. 
Missions increasingly emphasized Civil Affairs (CA) support to host coun-
tries (e.g., in Liberia, Sierra Leone, Burundi); this evolved “to the point 
where ‘support to the restoration and extension of state authority’ was 
officially articulated, in 2008, as one of the three core roles of Civil Affairs” 
(UN Lessons Learned Review 2012, p. 18). According to the Civil Affairs 
Policy Directive of 2008, CAOs are deployed to facilitate the implementa-
tion of peacekeeping mandates at the subnational level. The policy out-
lines three main roles for CAOs in the field:

 – cross-mission representation, monitoring, and facilitation at the 
local level

 – confidence-building, conflict management, and support to 
reconciliation

 – support to the restoration and extension of state authority

Of course, these roles depend on the specific mandate and the stage of 
mandate implementation, but the importance of the Civil Affairs compo-
nent in the field was from 2010 increasingly recognized, mandated, and 
utilized. The three roles constitute the core CA mandate, but they are also 
the lowest common denominator for the substantial variance in the work 
that CAOs are to do in the field, much of which involves adapting to local 
needs in order to facilitate local processes that can contribute to peace and 
stability and the overarching peacebuilding process.
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A recent overview by UN’s DPKO mapped the nationalities of nearly 
1000 UN CAOs deployed to the field. The bulk of these officers came 
from African countries (see Fig. 9.1).1

Furthermore, the number of national staff employed by Civil Affairs in 
the various UN missions was very close to the number of international 
staff in 2012 (see Fig. 9.2). In 2010 when I was working in this section, I 
made the first such overview of the origin of Civil Affairs staff at the 
request of the Special Committee of Peacekeeping (C34), as explained in 
Chap. 8.

Europe
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Africa
40%

Americas
15%

Oceania
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Fig. 9.1 Region of origin of international Civil Affairs staff deployed to the 
UN’s peacekeeping operations. Source: This overview of origin of Civil Affairs 
international staff as of January 2012 was shared in personal correspondence with 
the UN DPKO Policy and Best Practices Section (March 16, 2012)
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The academic literature that criticizes the international community for 
being neocolonial and embedded in a Western rationality when deploying 
to a post-conflict country rarely takes into account these aspects or the 
components designed specifically for adapting to local needs and political 
realities, especially at the subnational level (Atkinson 2008; Sending 
2009). By 2012, two years after my fieldwork in the Civil Affairs Section 
at UN DPKO headquarters in New York, the number of CAOs in the field 
had doubled. This rapid increase indicates that I was moving along with a 
current trend in peacebuilding during my fieldwork. These officers are 
usually the first (sometimes the only) representatives of UN DPKO at the 
local level. Additionally, most of these officers spend several years in the 
same area, bringing continuity and long-term knowledge to the peace-
keeping mission. This also indicates that they may have significant influ-
ence and understanding of the local level.

The often-heard criticisms seem deterministic in how they identify and 
explain the failure of the international community’s peacebuilding effort. 
Focusing on the failures and explaining them by labeling the international 
community “neocolonialist” may be an interesting exercise in theory, but 
it puts a rather limited aspect of peacebuilding in the spotlight while 
neglecting a great many other relevant aspects. This often leads to overly 
homogeneous perceptions of peacebuilding, and is likely to ignore who the 
actors working for these organizations are and where they come from. As 
can be seen from Figs. 9.1 and 9.2, an emphasis on local participation has 
in fact been implemented within the UN’s Civil Affairs Section to a large 
extent. Because of the tendency towards determinism, criticisms seem to 
ignore how intentions and interests travel through the organizational lev-
els; moreover, effects and emergent properties from peacebuilding tend to 
remain unexplored.

The UN’s Civil Affairs facilitated town hall meetings, conflict media-
tion, and engaged with the restoration of county state apparatuses to make 
the state more understandable at the county level. Thus, the UN pro-
duced state-like effects throughout the country, not just in the capital and 
the national bureaucracy. While seeking to build the state, the UN also 
becomes part of the state at this level, which in turn makes it relevant to 
explore Liberia as a franchised state. Although the CA Section to some 
extent was more geared towards building on established structures and 
social patterns, the making of bureaucratic taxonomies at the county level 
built on ideas about sovereignty—and further contributed to the (re)pro-
duction of the franchised state.
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friction SiteS and PeacebuiLding

Much of the literature on globalization has been polarized, with the schol-
ars who focus on how the world is becoming universalized on the one 
hand, and those who search for specificities and uniqueness on the other. 
In Friction (2005), Tsing aims to combine these two traditions by study-
ing global connections in order to comprehend the confluence where 
“universals and particulars come together to create the forms of capitalism 
with which we live” (2005, p. 4). She employs friction as a metaphor for 
explaining the importance of how “unequal encounters can lead to new 
arrangements of culture and power” (ibid., p.  5). Using friction as an 
entry point enables Tsing to focus simultaneously on resistance and how 
global processes are slowed down on the one hand and how global power 
is kept in motion on the other. It shows us how

[r]oads create pathways that make motion easier and efficient, but in doing 
so they limit where we go. The ease of travel they facilitate is also a structure 
of confinement. Friction inflects historical trajectories, enabling, excluding 
and particularizing. (Tsing 2005, p. 6)

Ideas of sovereignty work as “roads” or “pathways”, or rather as a tem-
plate, for peacebuilding activities. They make motion easier and more effi-
cient, but also entail limitations. Thus, the metaphor covers both traditions 
and makes it possible to study global encounters ethnographically. Few 
attempts have been made at investigating and empirically analyzing such 
encounters in peacebuilding, taking into account existing structures and 
approaches within local societies. Consequently, the practical links between 
local approaches and international peacebuilding have been poorly cov-
ered. I chose to focus on the interface between the international level and 
the local level, locations where the “rubber meets the road” (Tsing 2005, 
p.  6) or friction sites, and the UN DPKO’s local-level peacebuilding 
components.

Receiving Peacebuilding

The challenges facing CA when engaging with civil society and other local 
actors are many and complex. Common problems are the pervasive lack of 
capacity, supply-driven orientation of activities, lack of broad engagement 
with non-state actors, lack of local CSOs and related activities, and the risk 

 FRICTION SITES AND PEACEBUILDING 



226 

of creating a culture of dependence. Although peacebuilding is an activity 
with particular and explicit aims, it can still be adaptable and sensitive to 
the conflicts it tries to deal with. All the inherent programs within peace-
building aim at the same goals—to deal with the key drivers of conflict, 
change the conflict dynamics, and prevent the use of violence as a means 
of addressing political, social, and economic problems and injustices 
(Woodrow and Chigas 2009). “Conflict sensitivity” refers to the ability of 
an organization to:

a) understand the context in which it is operating, b) understand the inter-
action between the intervention and that context, and c) act upon that 
understanding, in order to avoid negative impacts and maximize positive 
impacts on the conflict. (International Alert et al. 2004, p. 3)

Still, peacebuilders in general seem to view themselves as the people 
who bring solutions to the table, whereas the recipients of peacebuilding 
(also generalized) seem to perceive these as resources that can be “(…) 
used by one or more of the internal parties to the conflict, in order to 
improve their own position within the conflict itself” (Clapham 1998, 
p. 306). The understanding of what purpose peacebuilding serves and for 
whom differs significantly between the elites of fragile states and UN 
peacekeepers. Christopher Clapham has elaborated on these aspects, also 
noting that, while national combatants share a more unified and long- 
term goal unconstrained by the cosmology and paradigm within which 
peacebuilders are operating, they are nevertheless “very well aware of the 
domestic and international constrains on the behavior of the peacekeepers, 
while suffering from few such constraints themselves; and they have a far 
better grasp of the local political scene” (1998, p. 308).

In their concept of the “peacebuilding contract,” Barnett and Zürcher 
(2009) have emphasized the divergent understandings of the goals, and, 
perhaps most importantly, who the benefactors of peacebuilding are. 
Peacebuilders are deployed in order to implement reforms that are couched 
in ideas and intentions meant to lead to a liberal peace. On the other hand, 
local elites pursue and seek to maintain their political positions and power. 
Thus, their activity is focused on how the peacebuilding process may 
ensure the enhancement of their political and economic interests within 
the peacebuilding process (Barnett and Zürcher 2009). To this I would 
add that peacebuilders may make deliberate use of their resources, mate-
rial, and ideational, so as to advance their peacebuilding goals. One 
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national CAO explained that the lack of funding presented a problem—
but lack of funding could also be turned into an advantage, as we saw with 
the development of county peace committees in Liberia presented in the 
beginning of this chapter.

UN peacekeeping missions have limited means of providing funding 
for specific projects, as they are generally restricted to supporting capacity 
development through the numerous substantive personnel they have in 
areas such as judicial and security sector reform and human rights. Missions 
do have Quick Impact Projects (QIPs) with limited budgets. These are 
explicitly intended to improve the mission’s standing on the national, 
state, and county levels. These project funds are small compared to those 
of other international actors like the World Bank, but their advantage is 
that they can be allocated to single projects in one area, and not spread out 
over the entire country. In addition, UN peacekeeping has access to sig-
nificant logistical resources that can be used to bring government officials 
to the periphery, establish the presence of national authorities, and facili-
tate national dialogue and conflict resolution on the local level.

“Resource capture” was acknowledged as part of the game by our 
interlocutors, who were generally well aware that they provided material 
resources and legitimacy to the partners they would support in a particular 
activity.

everyday friction

However, irrespective of the good intentions, multilateral support and 
projects are often out of sync with local needs, poorly coordinated with 
the activities of other international and national actors or even in direct 
competition. The result is often low implementation rates and ultimately 
suboptimal outputs and impact (see Schia and de Carvalho 2009, 2015).

Peacebuilding is particularly vulnerable to these problems, as peace-
building activity is frequently defined and understood differently, depend-
ing on which actor you ask, even within the UN. There has been significant 
resistance to the expansion of peacekeeping operations to include peace-
building tasks, but in the course of the last two decades, peacekeeping has 
increasingly become peacebuilding, and in 2010 firm guidance from UN 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon made clear the relevance of this point.2 
Still, aside from the quick-impact project funds, peacekeepers do not have 
funds included in their budget for project implementation—a fact much 
lamented. However, we saw in the case of the peace committees in Lofa 
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County, field personnel can often circumvent this, making the most of the 
little funding at their disposal. The availability of mission flights and other 
logistical means should not be underemphasized either, as these resources 
give significant leverage to the substantive activities, in addition to the 
political leverage enjoyed by the UN mission and its SRSG, representing 
the Secretary-General and the Security Council on the ground. The 
Liberian government, other UN actors, multilaterals, bilateral donors, and 
NGOs are all, to varying degrees, dependent on the logistical and other 
resources available to the UN mission. However, friction between these 
actors is bound to be a continuing feature of peacebuilding and support to 
post-conflict reconstruction.

As we have seen, peacebuilding actors at the local level have good pos-
sibilities for making use of their experience, know-how, and possible metis 
skills through informal processes in order to contextualize their efforts. 
However, the setting on the national level is much tighter and allows for 
far less autonomy. The formalized abstract strategic goals of the interven-
tions are preset by the programmatic portfolio of UN peacekeeping. These 
formal abstract outlines are not negotiable at the formal level. Moreover, 
strategies for achieving these goals are often based on the organizational 
know-how of UN peacekeeping. There may be some differences in imple-
mentation, but peace operations very commonly feature such strategic 
goals as the holding of elections, establishing the rule of law, security sec-
tor reform, poverty reduction, and protection of civilians. Also here, the 
procedures for achieving such strategic goals are dominated by interna-
tional processes. International experts impact heavily on the formulations 
in concept papers, reporting, and steering committees.

One interviewee in Liberia noted the dominant role of international 
institutions also with regard to funding. The actors working for the inter-
national institutions know the rules of the game: “who has to sit at the 
table to make sure money is coming.” Because most of the funding was 
coming from international donors, and less from the Liberian govern-
ment, this was an important aspect for ensuring funding, as well as influ-
ence: “when you have the money you have the lead” (Interview with head 
of a national CSO network, Monrovia, September 2011).

As shown in Chap. 7 concerning Liberian ministries and the role of the 
Scott Fellows, the complex processes guiding and restraining the produc-
tion and implementation of policy papers, development agendas, and pro-
cessing guidelines often overstrain the capacities of national ministries. 
The Liberian ministries were supported by international consultants and 
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paid by donors. The role of these consultants was quite frequently to 
ensure that final documents were in line with donor interests, and that 
funds could be accessed. Nor is the Liberian/Scott Fellows example 
unique. Government institutions in post-conflict countries usually have a 
capacity challenge, so they import international consultants: “of course 
they had influence on priorities” (interview with leading Liberian political 
analyst, Monrovia, September 2011). What may seem like a win–win situ-
ation in fact often impedes national ownership. This strengthens my 
impressions concerning the role of the Scott Fellows and the Liberian 
ministries. What may initially be planned as a facilitating role may easily 
turn into an implementing role (Wilén and Chapaux 2011).

This was pointed out by the interviewee in Liberia who had begun by 
describing a situation where the people “for the first time in their history” 
could make suggestions. Considerable effort was put into getting people 
to participate—but when the suggestions that had been gathered were 
processed and adjusted to World Bank standards, most of the input was 
lost (interview with leading CSO representative, Monrovia 2011). Local 
people were indeed being included and heard, but in the end they were 
neglected. Through the World Bank’s language and standards in their 
policy documents, the outsider officials had complete control over the 
agenda, which issues to include and exclude. There was no room for local 
suggestions, which ultimately rendered the local people powerless and 
invisible. These people were so peripheral to the World Bank’s project that 
they were left completely outside of the formal output. The only way it 
can make sense to include them in the analysis of this process is through 
the perspective offered by Bachrach and Baratz, as a powerless group 
(1970).

As interviewees further noted, people on the local level are only con-
sulted in such processes. They have no active voice, and are reduced to 
mere implementing partners, fully dependent on international funds. In 
consultations, they might be asked “what do you think about a, b, and c?” 
Interviewees said that they received many invitations and were drowning 
in such consultations—but this was “never for true cooperation, where 
they are actually negotiating with us and we have a compromise in the 
end” (CSO representative, Monrovia 2011). Disagreements and diverg-
ing opinions between different systems were negotiated and discussed at 
these consultations. Solutions and local anchoring to different challenges 
were indeed pursued—but the solutions and agreements reached in these 
encounters were not incorporated into the final policy.
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It is not inconceivable that such friction sites were staged by the World 
Bank consultants acting with good intentions, or perhaps ulterior motives 
such as confidence-building, legitimacy building, or establishing owner-
ship of the World Bank-driven process. The local people were not com-
pletely disconnected from the process; but when actual policy was to be 
made, they were relegated to the periphery. The recipients of the new 
policy were seen as so peripheral that the policy-makers lost interest in 
incorporating their views. In the end, the “local people” were left solely as 
recipients of World Bank policy.3 The Liberian stakeholders became an 
invisible group in the process of making policy for their own neighbor-
hoods in their own country.

Much national-level policy-making and policy-shaping in countries 
hosting peacekeeping missions prove to be a negotiation process between 
national elites and donors, with the donors in the lead. Thus, the critics 
would claim, ownership gets lost in the need to produce documents that 
meet international standards, and national ownership is far too often based 
on international expertise. Nevertheless, the cases in Liberia also indicate 
that policy and mandates can be interpreted and manipulated at the local 
level in order to fit with practicalities and needs on the ground. The focus 
on friction sites in connection with ownershipping enables us to see how 
the contextualization of peacebuilding activities is carried out. One advan-
tage of employing ownershipping as an analytical perspective is that both 
these aspects can be incorporated at the same time. Furthermore, while 
asymmetric relations in peacebuilding processes are captured, the multi-
faceted character of peacebuilding is also underscored. This in turn makes 
it possible to explore how effects of actions aimed at creating national 
ownership in fact (re)produced the Liberian state as an object of govern-
ing and a franchised state.

bureaucracy aS entrePreneurShiP

This multifaceted character of peacebuilding and how peacebuilders inter-
act on the local level is still significantly under-researched. From fieldwork 
and empirical material, I have distinguished various parts and levels of 
peacebuilding from others, showing how some peacebuilders put a pre-
mium on understanding the local political dynamics, all the while recog-
nizing that they themselves are part of the political “game”. I am not 
alone in arguing the need for a more nuanced view of the interaction 
between external actors, local elites, and other stakeholders. As Cedric de 
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Coning (2013) points out, “The art of peacebuilding […] lies in pursuing 
the appropriate balance between international support and home-grown 
context-specific solutions.” A focus on peacebuilding as a global institu-
tionalization process seems particularly well suited for capturing such 
interaction, or interfaces, between different systems.

My empirical findings indicate that peacebuilders are highly aware of 
the material and ideational resources they posit, and are willing to use 
these to achieve peacebuilding goals as formalized by for instance the UN 
Security Council. As Sending (2014) argues, critics tend to juxtapose 
financial and military resources of peacebuilding with the power to shape 
outcomes. Furthermore, peacebuilders and peacebuilding are often taken 
as one homogeneous group when explaining peacebuilding outcomes. 
This, he holds, is due to the privileged position peacebuilders have for 
explaining these outcome themselves.

Further underscoring the multifaceted character of such global phe-
nomena, Maia Green (2010) has demonstrated, within the aid architec-
ture, a symbiotic relationship between peacebuilders, civil society, and 
national elites, and how this is replicated at the local level. The way recipi-
ents make use of practices associated with the government, she holds, 
establishes cultural motions of governing. Governing becomes a purpose 
in itself, as resources of peacebuilding are juxtaposed to government. The 
acceptance of the liberal agenda imposed by peacebuilders is also balanced 
with the ability to capture resources. Thus, we could say that also peace-
building comes with “governmentality” built into it. In Liberia, people 
struggle to follow up on the peacebuilding process and also access the 
money that comes along with it. In this way Liberians are drawn into, or 
struggle to penetrate, the field of international organizations, NGOs, and 
civil society. As we saw in Chap. 4, the way to such access is often through 
the state apparatus. Thus, incentives that enforce and strengthen relations 
between the state apparatus and international organizations, and thereby 
franchised states, are integral to the peacebuilding “governmentality”. 
Green (2010) has studied the aid industry in this context, and argues that 
local government becomes a system of access for resources, rather than the 
opposite, where the state goes “down” to local areas and people. Below 
this, there are several other zones of awkward engagements or friction 
sites—between international actors and between national actors, and in 
the interaction between these.4

Those who criticize the liberal peace as a Western concept incapable 
of adapting to local circumstances may very well be victims of the same 
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kind of Eurocentric view on the world they were trying to criticize in the 
first place. I am not saying that they are wrong: simply that when one 
focuses on the perspectives I have chosen, also other things become evi-
dent. Political science, which is the discipline of most critics of the liberal 
peace, has tended to focus too much on formal processes, whereas the 
“gold” for anthropologists has been found in informal processes or 
levels.

As shown throughout this book, it is possible to capture the multifac-
eted character of peacebuilding through long-term anthropological field-
work focusing on the interconnectedness of formal and informal processes. 
This focus has enabled me to study how social relations and processes 
became entangled in bureaucracies and large institutions. Even though 
the World Bank process noted above could indicate bureaucracies as some-
thing static, the Lofa case and indeed the entire narrative of the UN’s Civil 
Affairs Section have illustrated a different aspect: a bureaucracy able to 
incorporate and build on new phenomena. As we saw in the Lofa case, the 
international staff was very much aware of the importance of local efforts 
and the need to build the peace on national foundations in order to bring 
about successful transitions.

My fieldwork was conducted both at the central level in capitals and in 
rural areas of the countries visited. The divergences between these differ-
ent levels show that it is far more difficult to contextualize peacebuilding 
activities at the central level than in the periphery. As we have seen in this 
chapter, there are several sections, programs, and agencies within the UN 
that are actively seeking to catch up on peacebuilding activities at the sub-
national level. This catching-up tendency shows dynamic and emergent 
properties of bureaucracies and organizations, as opposed to the literature 
that dismisses bureaucracies and bureaucrats as instrumental machineries 
and human automatons (see Herzfeld 1992).

Bending Tsing’s notion of friction into friction sites made it possible to 
identify degrees of connections and disconnections in the linkages between 
different social arenas entangled in global processes. The many contextu-
alized programs identified and the high awareness of the need to build on 
local forces as noted by the UN staff I interviewed constitute findings that 
can counter the traditional critique of liberal peacebuilding (see Chap. 2). 
Those critics argue that it is the Eurocentric rationality of the international 
community’s peacebuilding efforts, basically manifested in a “one size fits 
all” solution that is the reason for poor delivery and ultimately failure of 
peace operations.
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On the other hand, several peace operations are indeed succeeding,5 
and we do not really know why. Much of the literature has tended to be 
normative and deterministic, relying on imperialism almost as a gatekeep-
ing concept. There have been few attempts at understanding the mecha-
nisms within peacebuilding processes. The empirical findings from my 
studying-through fieldwork indicate that variation is generated where “the 
rubber meets the road.” Through the lens of ownershipping, I have shown 
that not only Civil Affairs but also several other components in the UN 
enjoy a degree of bureaucratic autonomy that enables peacebuilding activ-
ities and actors to listen and learn from local circumstances. Such activities, 
in turn, may be “caught up” by policy-makers able to clothe these activi-
ties in bureaucratic language, thereby incorporating them into formal pro-
cesses (see model in Chap. 1). These catching-up tendencies point towards 
an understanding of bureaucracies as entrepreneurship; they are especially 
evident when we trace peacebuilding processes from the UN Security 
Council to the subnational level. They can best be grasped methodologi-
cally by a studying-through approach and can be incorporated into an 
analysis when based on anthropological fieldwork and participant 
observation.

encomPaSSing the PeriPhery

Standardized framework such as peacebuilding mandates, policies, and 
guidelines are marginalizations of social reality. They therefore imply a 
dependency on the informal processes, in the sense that organizations 
should be able to handle also challenges beyond the formal framework. 
The examples presented in this chapter have shown how the degree of 
emphasis or inclusion of informal processes may vary. In the Lofa case, 
there was scope for those involved in peacebuilding activities in Liberia to 
go beyond the formal processes and framework in order to contextualize 
activities to the needs on the ground. By contrast, the World Bank exam-
ple showed a case where local concerns were at first incorporated through 
consultations, but then later disconnected by the policy-makers: local con-
cerns were not clothed in the right bureaucratic language and were ulti-
mately ignored, excluded from the formal framework.

The “studying-through” approach made it possible to trace how “the 
native point of view” varied according to how the individuals themselves 
were positioned in the decision-making processes. The various emic con-
siderations about the peacebuilding process in Liberia have shown that 
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there were different versions of how the reality of this process was per-
ceived. The differences among understandings in Liberia and New York 
revealed a complex system in which informal processes aggregated plastic-
ity and variations within the same institutionalization process. Although 
the informal processes at times diverged from the formal, they also related 
to the formal templates, schemes and framework and helped reproduce 
the formal denominations.

The cases presented in this chapter have thus illustrated, with the help 
of Tsing’s friction, how formal processes, templates, and schemes (man-
dates, policies, budgets, and guidelines) depend on the autonomy of the 
bureaucrats and their leeway to mediate, interpret, and realize its content. 
This also makes clear the importance of examining the interconnectedness 
of formal and informal processes for a better understanding of institution-
alization processes such as peacebuilding.

Through the cases on contextualization of peacebuilding activities, I 
have shown a range of approaches within the field, how formal schemes 
are brought into being through informal processes, how informal pro-
cesses may facilitate and support the formal process, and how these two 
levels impinge on one another. Especially the Lofa case has illustrated how 
the formal process may be dominated by Western ideas of statebuilding, 
but that these ideas do not necessarily determine how peacebuilding is 
situated at the subnational level. Peacebuilding actors on the ground have 
space within which interpretation and choices can be made and metis skills 
employed and contextualized according to a whole range of needs.

Dismissing peacebuilding as an imperialistic or Eurocentric phenome-
non seems too shallow, in light of the multifaceted character of the activity 
and because the effects of peacebuilding depend on its institutional context 
and the plasticity in the dynamics between the formal and the informal 
level. Nevertheless, sovereignty prevails as a template for peacebuilding 
actions and activities, and the impact of contextualizations and catching- up 
is always within this frame or paradigm. Thus, the franchised state encom-
passes rural areas and the periphery, although it gets weaker in the fringes.

noteS

1. UN DPKO Peacekeeping Best Practices Sections statistics (January 2012). 
By August 2012 the number of CAOs deployed to the field had increased to 
over one thousand, deployed in 17 field missions. This figure and the fol-
lowing have been developed further from the ones I made in order for the 
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Civil Affairs Section to report back to the C34, as described in the previous 
chapter.

2. In a meeting in the Security Council in 2010, the UN Secretary-General 
stressed that peacekeeping missions should be enabled “to have an impact as 
‘early peacebuilders’” (Security Council discussion on peacebuilding, 
October 13, 2010).

3. Of course, they had other strategies and channels where they could influ-
ence their everyday lives and future, but within this particular perspective 
they stand out as a powerless group.

4. Note that this is different from Foucault’s (1991a, b) concept of govern-
mentality, as the locals set up their own strategies for resistance.

5. Although it is difficult to measure success within this field, there are several 
countries now experiencing stability and absence of conflict where UN mis-
sions deployed to these countries are likely to have had an impact: for 
instance, UNAMSIL (United Nations Mission In Sierra Leone), UNMIL 
(United Nations Mission in Liberia), and MINUSTAH (United Nations 
Stabilization Mission in Haiti).
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CHAPTER 10

Franchised States and Beyond

I began this book by proposing to conceptualize peacebuilding through 
the lens of ownershipping and franchised states, in order to capture various 
particularities and contradictory aspects related to the peacebuilding pro-
cess in Liberia. Building on perspectives from a broad range of trajectories 
within anthropology, Chap. 2 provided the theoretical underpinnings for 
this conceptualization. These underpinnings were then complemented 
with methodological ones, especially methods like the studying-through 
approach and multi-sited fieldwork (Chap. 3). In order to comprehend 
aspects of power and particularities pertaining to the Liberian state and 
state apparatus, these theoretical and methodological underpinnings had 
to be combined with perspectives on Liberia’s historical trajectory (Chap. 
4). This made it possible to explore the activities of actors representing 
various systems, national and international, as state-like activities.

Then, in Chaps. 6–9, we saw how the institutional setup of these activi-
ties was geared towards creating national ownership to the peacebuilding 
process and the (re)production of state capacities in Liberia. Paradoxically, 
it emerged that this setup served to undermine national ownership in the 
state apparatuses in Liberia. Viewing peacebuilding through an anthropo-
logical approach promoted a focus on processes and effects, I was able to 
meet with people variously positioned within the peacebuilding process—
UN officials in New York and Liberia; diplomats, officials, and bureaucrats 
in New York and Liberia; people representing various civil society groups 
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in Liberia; and Liberians in general—and to trace connections between 
them. By focusing on how national ownership was emphasized by the UN 
and other international actors it was possible to see how people involved 
in the peacebuilding process created bureaucratic and institutional links, 
and how they produced taxonomies and common communicative plat-
forms. Further, I identified actors also outside of the Liberian state appa-
ratus as producers of state effects in Liberia. These practices contributed 
to turning the Liberian state into an object of governing for international 
mechanisms: the peacebuilding process in Liberia was causing activities 
and effects that not only reproduced state capacities but also undermined 
national ownership of processes pertaining to the state apparatus.

Ownershipping as an analytical term proved instrumental for exploring 
these contradictory aspects of the peacebuilding process in Liberia. This 
was necessary in order to describe, as identified via the focus on effects, 
how, when seeking to build states, the UN also become the state. That is 
not to say that the UN is undermining its own objective of statebuilding—
but it does indicate that we should view states as something else than self- 
contained entities. Having chosen to understand these practices in relation 
to sovereignty, I could then analyze how ideas about sovereignty open the 
door to a set of practices that allow for statebuilding activities as part of 
peacebuilding. It emerged that sovereignty should be understood more as 
a template or a modus operandi that can be grasped through studying 
practices related to the actors involved in international organizations and 
peacebuilding processes.

Through an empirical focus on peacebuilding practices in Liberia, sov-
ereignty could be understood as a template for governmentalization or the 
will to govern. Here I drew on Jens Bartelson (2014, p.  5), who has 
described in more theoretical terms how states have become franchised 
and how the international system is epiphenomenal to strategies that keep 
this system in good shape. While Bartelson tends to ascribe these proper-
ties of states to recent global trends, I hold that the franchised state in this 
perspective is nothing new. Chapter 4 described the historical trajectory of 
Liberia, how it was established and evolved as a nation-state. Given this 
particular trajectory, Liberia could be called a franchised state perhaps not 
already in 1822 but at least from 1847, when it was founded by settlers as 
a nation-state.

By focusing on practice through the lens of ownershipping, it became 
possible to study sovereignty analytically as a governmentalized template. 
Ownershipping as an analytical concept draws on several theoretical 
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 perspectives. In particular I have built on Mary Douglas’ theories of insti-
tutions, in explaining how institutions do not think or act independently. 
They do not have purposes, and cannot build themselves: it is individuals 
who are “constructing machines for thinking and decision-making on 
their own behalf” (Douglas 1986, p. 63). By picking and choosing, indi-
viduals constitute conditions of possibilities for thinking, as Douglas 
describes it. She also highlights how different kind of institutions allow for 
different kinds of thoughts: “each kind of community is a thought world, 
expressed in its own thought style, penetrating the minds of its members, 
defining their experience, and setting the poles of their understanding” 
(1986, p. 128). That makes it important to include a historically oriented 
approach in order to grasp the particularities of, and the variation between, 
institutions, state formations, and bureaucracies. It was through such an 
exploration of the peacebuilding process in Liberia that I began tracing 
practices that had implications for ideas of sovereignty, which in turn led 
to an analytical understanding of sovereignty as a template or a will to 
govern.

Ownershipping as an analytical perspective made it possible to grasp the 
characteristic dynamics and properties of the institutionalization process. 
Studying the everyday practices of state agents or bureaucrats may help us 
gain a better understanding of states, national ownership, and notions of 
sovereignty. All the empirical chapters in this book have touched on activi-
ties that, in one way or another, concern peacebuilding as a global institu-
tionalization process or a transnational peacebuilding bureaucracy in the 
making. Anthropological fieldwork of these social activities made it possi-
ble to understand how state capacities were being reproduced while 
national ownership in the state apparatuses was being undermined.

Studying peacebuilding as a social field can shed light on spaces at mul-
tiple levels in which ownership of states is negotiated and constituted. The 
empirical chapters gave rise to questions of the complexity of the state and 
conceptions of sovereignty. The findings from these chapters indicate that, 
instead of focusing on sovereignty as a fixed property of a state denomi-
nated by state borders, we can grasp sovereignty empirically by studying 
practices. Such practices can be explored analytically through the lens of 
ownershipping. This in turn implies that sovereignty can be studied through 
a focus on the sites where state capacities and ownership are being negoti-
ated and constituted. The UN normally requires the consent of the coun-
try in order to deploy a peacekeeping mission (on the differences between 
Chapter VI and Chapter VII in the UN Charter, see Chap. 2). Such 
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 consent, in turn, presupposes the existence of a sovereign state that can 
grant such consent. That was also the case with the UN mission in Liberia. 
However, I found that, once UNMIL was deployed to Liberia, a whole 
range of activities and actors immediately began challenging and under-
mining national ownership in state apparatuses, while state capacities were 
simultaneously being (re)produced.

The empirical chapters describe various aspects and perspectives on 
how the UN peacebuilding process connected with the Liberian state and 
thereby how peacebuilding activities resemble statebuilding activities. 
Because these peacebuilding processes triggered a range of state-like activ-
ities in Liberia, I could capture important perspectives on state complexity 
by focusing on peacebuilding activities, studying officials and bureaucrats, 
and tracing connections across levels through anthropological fieldwork in 
institutions, state apparatuses, and international organizations.

Despite a heightened focus on the state, anthropology has generally 
neglected the peacebuilding industry—which includes many state-like 
activities related to human resources, capital, and big politics that impact 
on individual lives, families, local communities, and state apparatuses. Some 
anthropologists have noted how globalization is changing rather than 
threatening the very existence of states. For instance, Aihwa Ong (2000, 
p. 55) argues that the crucial question here is how globalization through 
global markets has changed the state. She calls for studies that can investi-
gate everyday practices of the state and how they manage the web of trans-
national networks represented by the global market and political community 
in which they are embedded (2008). Ong shows how the global market has 
contributed to the strengthening of some state activities while weakening 
others, still leaving the status of states undisputed. Adherence to major 
corporations together with international organizations and “global regula-
tory agencies like the United Nations” has given a boom to countries in 
South-East Asia (2000, p. 55). This in turn has created new economic and 
political possibilities, as well as new social spaces and connections. These 
shifting relations, Ong holds, have “resulted in an assemblage of govern-
mental practices for treating populations in relation to global market 
forces” (ibid., p. 56). Peacebuilding produces many similar effects to those 
identified by Ong. Here the crucial point is not only how globalization has 
changed peacebuilding and UN operations in general but also how peace-
building has become an expression of globalization.

The research presented in this book combines universalizing forces 
with those enforcing particularity by studying global connections. In this 

 10 FRANCHISED STATES AND BEYOND



 241

way, I have sought to grasp the confluence where “universals and particu-
lars come together to create the forms […] with which we live” (Tsing 
2005, p. 4). Using ownershipping and franchised states as an entry point 
has enabled me to focus simultaneously on resistance and how global 
peacebuilding processes are slowed down on the one hand and how global 
power is kept in motion on the other. This made it possible to study global 
encounters ethnographically and also capture empirically asymmetrical 
power relations in global processes. That is of special interest as regards 
peacebuilding, and inspired my use of ownershipping as an analytical per-
spective. This helped me to identify and understand catching-up mecha-
nisms as practices that contributed to (re)producing state capacities while 
simultaneously undermining national ownership in Liberian state 
apparatuses.

Much of the literature on peacebuilding and anthropology concerning 
states (like Liberia) that are especially exposed to international organiza-
tions and donor countries has held that sovereignty is highly limited and 
often fictional, and that customary practices reign. That has not been my 
claim, however. Studying how decisions made in the UN Security Council 
and at the executive political level of the global peacebuilding process 
(Chap. 5) and then trickled down showed how intentions travel back and 
forth, how they are negotiated and interpreted. In this way, I could trace 
zones where state practices were negotiated, all the way back to the 
Security Council’s horseshoe table at UN headquarters in New  York. 
Moreover, examination of the establishment of Women and Children 
Protection Sections revealed how Security Council resolutions could 
enable donor countries to challenge traditional ways of dealing with vio-
lence and criminality in Liberia. Ultimately, the Scott Fellows in the 
Liberian ministries showed—by embodying friction sites, by being brokers 
between different systems, and by defining the interface between Liberia 
and the international apparatus—the ambiguity and dynamic aspects of 
sovereignty, and thus why sovereignty must be studied as a template 
through qualitative methods and participant observation.

This is how I could say that UN officials and other actors involved in 
the peacebuilding process that were in focus in my fieldwork also became 
state agents. Because those who were involved with the peacebuilding 
process in post-conflict Liberia came from various levels—international, 
state, and civil society—it was difficult to identify the limits of the state. 
Therefore, I have argued that we should view sovereignty not as a princi-
ple, but as a template that can be grasped empirically through focusing on 
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practices and analytically through the lens of ownershipping. Many of the 
people I met who were involved in the peacebuilding process in Liberia 
were neither external nor internal: they represented a threshold, a zone 
where inside and outside were blurred. The ownershipping approach 
enabled me to see how formal schemes, plans, and goals encountered fric-
tion at the various levels. The chapters in this book have shown the con-
nections between the various levels and how activities and intentions were 
shipped back and forth by individuals working within this field—from the 
Security Council, via UN DPKO headquarters in New  York and the 
Liberian ministries in Monrovia, to rural areas of Liberia. Many of the 
non-state actors at these sites were involved in the building of state capaci-
ties in Liberia and could be seen as state-like actors constituting sover-
eignty as governmentalization, or a will to govern.

The making of resolutions and mandates in the Security Council, the 
efforts of officials at UN headquarters to “put language” on ongoing 
peacebuilding processes, the assistance of the Scott Fellows to the Liberian 
ministries, as well as the case of the making of the peace committees in 
Lofa—these are all empirical examples that show how formal stipulations 
are merely marginalizations of reality and cannot explain what is actually 
going on. Sovereignty must be grasped by studying practices empirically 
and as a constant activity rather than a fixed property: “sovereignty is not 
an attribute but rather an ongoing and variable project of states which is 
more or less realized in practice” (Alonso 2005, p. 27). Focusing on sites 
of friction and the use of metis skills in the peacebuilding field enabled me 
to investigate the co-constitutive dynamic between formal stipulations and 
informal processes. This in turn made it necessary to trace connections of 
peacebuilding through a bureaucracy that stretched across national and 
international levels.

Viewed in this perspective, the Scott Fellows do not represent a post- 
colonial activity that undermines the state and sovereignty. On the con-
trary, they could be understood as providers of metis or know-how. But this, 
in turn, has contributed to undermining national ownership of the state 
apparatuses as well as (re)producing state capacities. Concepts of state and 
sovereignty are peripheral to the world of these Scott Fellows, who are 
fully occupied with trying to solve more immediate challenges and making 
sense of the bureaucratic labyrinth in which they supposed to work. At the 
same time, however, sovereignty is a precondition and a template for their 
activity. As internationals working in Liberia’s national ministries, they 
served primarily as translators or brokers. They joined the process as inter-
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mediaries between systems, at sites “where the rubber meets the road,” or 
where the national level met the international. The Scott Fellows emerged 
as facilitators of institutions in the making, where institutional achieve-
ments could be identified through the making of meaningful 
connections.

There are many international actors and organizations that produce 
state-like effects, like the UN, the World Bank, and the IMF, and this 
book has investigated how these organizations can be studied. Focusing 
on catching-up activities and friction in relation to the peacebuilding pro-
cess in Liberia enabled me to capture universalizing and particularizing 
tendencies at the same time. The gap between large-scale schemes decided 
upon in the UN Security Council (and other international organizations 
like the World Bank) representing universalizing forces on the one hand, 
and the realities on the ground representing the particularizing forces on 
the other, has propelled several emergent properties of peacebuilding. 
These include the catching-up activities of actors involved in the peace-
building process in Liberia. Such activities appeal to local needs, realities, 
concerns, and history and are best understood through the lens of owner-
shipping. Catching-up constitutes mechanisms that produce effects similar 
to those grasped by Roland Robertson’s (1995) glocalization, which in 
turn also contributes to heterogenization.

By investigating how connections were made across the national and 
international level as well as between states, civil society, and think-tanks, 
I have shown how peacebuilding is shaped at each level and through inter-
actions between these levels. The chapters of this book have also shown 
how actors involved in peacebuilding processes have various differing 
positions in this enterprise, and how shipping ideas, intentions, ownership, 
and formal stipulations back and forth through the peacebuilding archi-
tecture serves to shape peacebuilding. Exploring peacebuilding in Liberia 
analytically through the lens of ownershipping made it possible to show the 
plasticity of the state. Studying peacebuilding as a global institutionaliza-
tion process and focusing on the interaction of one state (Liberia) with 
global forces have shown how such state plasticity challenges traditional 
concepts of sovereignty as something associated with property and state 
borders.

This book has highlighted the importance of comprehending sover-
eignty by studying how this phenomenon is performed in social practices 
and social spaces. This required a studying-through approach involving 
multi-sited fieldwork and a polymorphous engagement. That is why I 
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maintain that sovereignty can best be understood empirically through 
anthropological fieldwork on practices pertaining to the state and interna-
tional processes. Through ownershipping I was able to pursue analytically 
how spatial and scalar hierarchies of the state were continuously being 
produced by officials and bureaucrats at various levels and how the prac-
tices related to this had relevance for concepts of sovereignty. That, in 
turn, is an argument for more empirical and ethnographical studies of 
peacebuilding as a way of understanding the state by focusing on signifi-
cant everyday practices.

The combination of ownershipping and franchised states provided a lens 
for examining the everyday lives and work of foreign experts and advisors 
deployed on the ground, and their connections to international and 
national politics. Compared with related ideas such as failed states and 
fragile states, the concept of franchised states recognizes in a greater extent 
a more connected, more complex, more interdependent, more contested, 
and more global world. It may well be that states like Liberia represent a 
relatively new kind of state formation, evoked by the rise of transnational 
rule, where the status of the national-state yields terrain to new types of 
state formations emerging in a combination of states, NGOs, corpora-
tions, and international organizations—or as franchised states.
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