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ARTICLE
Against Stabilization

Roger Mac Ginty”

This is a polemic against the concept and practice of stabilization as practiced by
leading states from the global north in peace support interventions. It is not an ar-
gument against stability. Instead, it depicts stabilization as an essentially conserva-
tive doctrine that runs counter to its stated aims of enhancing local participation
and legitimacy. It is an agenda of control that privileges notions of assimilation with
international (western) standards and mainstreams the military into peace-support
operations. As a result, the value of peace is undercut.

This is not an argument in favor of instabil-
ity. Instead, it is an argument against the
specific policies enacted under the name
of ‘stabilization’. In particular, this polemic
discusses why western states and organiza-
tions have fetishized control and order with
consequences for peace, liberty and localized
autonomy. Our interest in stability, and the
often draconian stabilization policies pur-
sued in societies emerging from conflict and
authoritarianism, says much about us.

The article is offered in the spirit of debate
and reflection. It begins by noting how the
concept of peace has been side-lined in re-
cent years and has been supplanted by ‘sta-
bilization’, ‘security’ and other concepts that
are based on ideas of control. The article then
charts how the term stabilization has entered
the peacemaking and peacebuilding lexicon.
The term lacks definitional clarity and is of-
ten found alongside a broad range of security
and peace-related terms. The article explains
the ascendancy of the term, and the practice
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of stabilization locating much of the expla-
nation in the fallout of the War on Terror. The
thrust of the article raises an important ques-
tion: why is so much international interven-
tion based on the notion of control and sta-
bilization rather than notions that promote
emancipation, autonomy, and dissent? It
seems that stabilization is axiomatically con-
nected with foreign policy stances that tend
to prioritize national interests. As a result, an
internal contradiction (and therefore failure)
rests in the heart of stabilization.

Whatever happened to peace?

One doesn't need to be a disciple of Foucault,
Bourdieu or other dead French philosophers
to realize that words matter. The fortunes of
the word ‘peace’ seem to be at a low-ebb. This
is not to romanticize the term peace. Human
history has seen enough instances of victors'
peace to know that ‘peace’ is often won on
the battlefield or enforced through a secret
police. In the first century AD, the Roman
historian Tacitus observed the following in
the aftermath of the Roman subjugation of
ancient Britain: ‘The Romans created a de-
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sert, and called it peace’ (Mac Ginty 2006:
12-32). If we fast forward two millennia
then we can see other instances in which cit-
ies have been razed and populations cleared
to secure ‘peace’. Colonel Jeffrey Martindale
of the US Army noted the results of the 2010
military surge in Afghanistan thus: ‘We just
obliterated those towns. They're not there
at all. These are just parking lots right now'
(cited in Partlow and Brulliard 2010). Similar
strategies have been used to pacify Grozny
and Aleppo. While both ancient and modern
leaders have used force to make ‘peace’, in re-
cent years there have been further erosions
of the term ‘peace’.

In part this might be because of a punc-
turing of the hubris surrounding the liberal
interventionism of the late 1990s and first
decade of this century. The quagmires of Iraq
and Afghanistan, and the global financial cri-
sis, have tempered the optimism of would-
be interventionists. The appetite for open-
ended overseas interventions is very much
diminished. There is a greater understanding
that conflicts cannot be easily ‘solved’, and
that ameliorative efforts are required to be
multidimensional and long-term. Interna-
tional organizations and bilateral donors
show a more nuanced understanding of con-
flict and its links with development (see, for
example, World Bank 2011).

A quick survey of states that have experi-
enced post-conflict and post-authoritarian
international interventions shows that many
lag in indicators on democratization and
transparency. This is despite substantial and
sustained international peace-support, tran-
sition and governance interventions. The
2012 Freedom House indicators list Afghani-
stan, Cambodia, Cote d'Ivoire, Irag, Rwanda,
South Sudan and Tajikistan — all states that
have received substantial international assis-
tance — as being ‘not free'. All five states in
which the UN Peacebuilding Commission has
been active (Burundi, Central African Repub-
lic, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia and Sierra
Leone) are ranked as ‘partly free' (Freedom
House 2012). Nepal, Angola, Afghanistan,
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Iraq, Haiti, Cambodia, Burundi and Sudan
languish near the bottom of Transparency In-
ternational’s 2011 Corruption Index despite
being recipients of significant international
attention (Transparency International 2011).
The chief point is that the results of interna-
tional intervention have been patchy at best
despite the expenditure of blood, money and
prestige. The cumulative experience has had a
series of impacts on the ambition and optimism
associated with international intervention.
Recent policy documents by international
organizations underscore this new realism.
There has been a rowing back from a rigid
acceptance of western statebuilding and
governance norms. The term ‘good enough
governance’ has crept into the governance
lexicon, suggesting minimally acceptable
standards rather than an exhaustive list of
institutional standards fragile contexts are
expected to meet (Grindle 2005). There has
also been a recognition of the utility and le-
gitimacy of forms of governance that admit
the importance of indigenous, customary or
traditional decision-making processes (Mac
Ginty 2008). The 2011 New Deal for Engage-
ment in Fragile States lowers expectations by
noting how ‘basic governance transforma-
tions may take 20—40 years' and that ‘overly
technocratic’ interventions have failed to
make sustainable connections with popula-
tions in societies undergoing post-conflict
transitions (OECD 2011). The United Nations
Development Program's 2011 Governance
for Peace report also moves away from top-
down prescriptive rigidity by observing that
‘responsive institutions are close to the peo-
ple and so the emphasis is on local govern-
ance’ (UNDP 2011). The World Bank's 2011
World Development Report recognizes the
importance of ‘best-fit approaches appropri-
ate to the local political context'. In a break
from the prescriptive tone of the World Bank
in the 1990s, the World Development Report
cautions ‘Don't let perfection be the enemy
of progress — embrace pragmatic, best-fit
options to address immediate challenges’
and highlights the importance of ‘inclusive
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enough coalitions’ and ‘local participatory
practices’ (World Bank 2011).

Indeed, the phrase ‘good enough’ has ap-
peared with increasing frequency in relation
to Afghanistan. The former British Defence
Minister, Liam Fox, noted that Afghanistan
could expect ‘good enough security’ (cited in
BBC 2010). In 2012, the White House, State
Department and Pentagon were all reported
to be using the phrase ‘Afghan good enough’
as a shorthand for a lowered benchmark
that would enable a swifter exit (Cooper and
Shanker 2012).

In one respect, this ‘good enoughery’ sug-
gests that lesson learning exercises have
taken root in diplomatic capitals and in the
headquarters of international organizations.
Policies are being linked more closely to the
capability of international actors to deliver
and expectations are being managed. Yet,
there is another reading of this new realism:
that there has been a significant retreat from
the essential goals of international interven-
tion and a refocusing on liberal internation-
alism-lite, or a stripped-down budget version
of intervention. In some cases, it as though
the exit strategy has become the central
plank of the mandate. It is worth re-stressing
that none of this is to romanticize a golden
era of international intervention in which
pure notions of peace were pursued. Such
an era never existed. The pursuit of peace
has always had to contend with the prosaic
realities of the facts on the ground, limited
budgets, shifting policy priorities and demo-
graphic conundrums that pit communities
against one another.

Yet if peace has always been unfashionable
among foreign policy elites, it has become
even more so in recent decades. Multiple fac-
tors account for this. The world is no stranger
to Manichean worldviews, with individuals
and societies often reaching for oppositional
binaries to understand social phenomena:
good versus evil, rational versus irrational, and
modern versus traditional etc. Yet, there were
signs in the 1990s that Manichean worldviews
were eroding in western capitals. The 1990s
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was the period of inclusive peace processes
in which combatants were urged to come in
from the cold and negotiate. It was, as John
Darby (1996) observed, a time for the ‘weak
smile and a hard swallow”: De Klerk met Man-
dela, Arafat met Rabin, Adams met British gov-
ernment ministers. The decline of Cold War
proxy conflicts allowed international actors
space in which to encourage negotiated set-
tlements, for example, Angola, Mozambique,
Guatemala and El Salvador. The 1990s saw a
massive extension of the number and remit
of internationally-supported peacebuilding
operations. While not an era of sweetness
and light, it did seem as though negotiated
settlements were internationally-condoned.
Virtually all of the peace accords recorded by
the Peace Accords Matrix involved some sort
of international recognition or verification of
implementation (PAM 2012).

The events of and response to 9/11
changed international (mainly US) attitudes
to inclusive peace negotiations. The interna-
tional space that had encouraged combatants
to investigate negotiated settlements became
more closed. The War on Terror ushered in
a renewed Manichean era of them versus us
(see, for example, Bush 2001). This had ob-
vious and well-documented impacts in Af-
ghanistan and Irag. Many other regimes, from
Nepal to Zimbabwe, saw the opportunity to
use the War on Terror narrative to their own
advantage (Falk 2003; Darby 2012). Counter-
terrorism and counter-insurgency were used
as smokescreens to deny rights and avoid
negotiations. The concepts of neutrality and
humanitarian space became constrained. The
line between combatants and non-combat-
ants has always been blurred, but the armed
humanitarianism of the Provincial Recon-
struction Teams in Afghanistan blurred this
line even further. For many Iraqis and Afghans
the United Nations was just another part of a
western coalition, with the result that attacks
on UN and humanitarian personnel have in-
creased markedly over the past decade.

The chief point is that peace became sub-
jugated to other concerns such as winning
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the War on Terror or acquiring quiescent al-
lies. Of course, the term ‘peace’ and the sub-
discipline of Peace Studies have always been
regarded with some suspicion; something of
a hippie holdout while others got on with
the serious business of policy and ‘solutions’.
Yet by the mid-1990s peace based on nego-
tiations was about as fashionable as it was
possible for the awkward kid to become. A
quick perusal of the list of Nobel Peace Prize
winners in the 1990s attests to the interna-
tional affirmation of negotiated settlements
(FW de Klerk and Nelson Mandela; Yassir Ara-
fat, Shimon Peres, and Yitzhak Rabin; John
Hume and David Trimble; and Carlos Filipe
Ximenes Belo and Jose Ramos-Horta).

Enter Stabilization

The term ‘stabilization’ has crept into the
governance and intervention parlance
steadily since the mid-1990s. The term was
commonly used in relation to economies
undergoing the shock doctrine of rapid lib-
eralization and the sweeping away of state
support (Klein 2007). Stabilization, in this re-
spect, was about controlling hyperinflation,
paring back the state and ensuring that post-
Soviet sphere states were integrated into an
ordered, open economic system. In relation
to peace and conflict, the term truly ‘arrived’
with the establishment in January 1996 of
the Stabilization Force (SFOR) for Bosnia and
Herzegovina. Its association with the military
alliance NATO is telling; it was inflected by
a military paradigm of security rather than a
more optimistic peace paradigm. ‘Stabiliza-
tion’ was embraced in the US policy commu-
nity. In 2003 the US Army Peacekeeping Insti-
tute was renamed the US Army Peacekeeping
and Stability Operations Institute (Schultz
and Agoglia 2006: 23). Peacekeeping had be-
come a domestically unpopular term. Stabili-
zation was further internalized by the policy
community with the publication of a new US
Army Field Manual on ‘Stability Operations’
(US Army 2009). In 2004 an Office of the
Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabili-
zation (S/CRS) was created within the State
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Department to pool knowledge from the
Iraq and Afghanistan experiences. In 2011
the State Department established a Bureau
for Conflict and Stabilization Operations into
which S/CRS would be folded.

The S/CRS mandate was to ‘lead, coordi-
nate and institutionalize US Government
civilian capacity to prevent or prepare for
post-conflict situations, and to help stabi-
lize and reconstruct societies in transition
or civil strife, so they can reach a sustainable
path toward peace, democracy and a market
economy’ (Pascual 2005). The mission state-
ment is interesting in that it does not explic-
itly mention military actors. The mandate is
expansive in that it encompasses on-going
conflicts and transitions, as well as conflict
prevention. The S/CRS invocation of peace,
democracy and a market economy is reveal-
ing as it locates stabilization firmly the ‘lib-
eral peace’ paradigm. The liberal peace is
taken as short-hand for the dominant form
of peacemaking favoured by leading states,
international financial institutions and inter-
national organizations. It uses a language of
liberalism (hence the phrase ‘liberal peace’)
and emphasizes the importance of democ-
ratization, transparent institutions, and
free markets.

But stabilization is by no means a US pre-
serve. Two United Nations missions have
adopted the phrase ‘stabilization”: the UN
Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH)
and the UN Organization Stabilization Mis-
sion in the Democratic Republic of Congo
(MONUSCO). The UN-affiliated Peace Op-
erations Training Institute in Turin offers a
‘Stabilization and Reconstruction Manage-
ment Senior Course’. The Government of the
United Kingdom has a cross-departmental
Stabilization Unit, comprised of personnel
from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office,
the Ministry of Defence and the Department
for International Development. It defines
stabilization as ‘the process of establishing
peace and security in countries affected by
conflict and instability. It is the promotion of
peaceful political settlement to produce a le-
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gitimate indigenous government, which can
serve its people. Stabilization often requires
external joint military and civilian support’
(Stabilization Unit 2012). In 2000 the Euro-
pean Union established its Community Assis-
tance for Reconstruction, Development and
Stabilization (CARDS) scheme for the west-
ern Balkans. This was followed by a process
of Stabilization and Association Agreements
for countries of the region. While much of
the focus was on economic stabilization and
preparing the way for eventual EU member-
ship, the EU conceptualization of stabiliza-
tion includes an interest in security (Council
of the European Union 2000).

In one respect there is a good deal of com-
forting optimism within the definitions of
stabilization, and the term ‘peace’ retains a
position in many of them. What is noticeable
is that many of the definitions lack precision
and resemble a hodge-podge of words around
the general areas of peacebuilding, security
and development. A number of explanations
of stabilization carelessly elide into terms that
have distinct definitions. Siegle (2011: 2) for
example, refers to peacekeeping and other
forms of stabilization'. NATO refers to ‘stabi-
lization and reconstruction’ or ‘S&R’ (Nelson
2006). Our interest in definitions is not to en-
gage in terminological prissiness. The labels
used by states, international organizations
and their proxies matter a great deal. Making,
keeping and building peace are clearly politi-
cal projects. Yet it helps that there are some
attempts to maintain non-political, humani-
tarian and impartial space within these pro-
jects. This is often difficult to achieve, and has
not been helped by the continued blurring of
distinctions between combatants and non-
combatants (Hancock and Mitchell 2007). The
danger is that the terminological imprecision
surrounding ‘stabilization’ creates a meta-cat-
egory; full of buzzwords but empty of mean-
ing. Moreover, there is the danger that peace
becomes subsumed by a range of other terms
more closely associated with security.

So is it possible to reach a widely agreed
definition of stabilization? Yes, but the defi-
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nition has to be quite broad: an international
endeavour to stop conflict, embed peace and
routinize a functioning state that operates
according to strictures of good governance.
Most definitions mention the input of local
actors in conferring legitimacy to a stabilized
dispensation. What definitions like this fail
to do, and what this article seeks to address,
is the underlying ideological and power dy-
namics that underpin stabilization.

The ascent of stabilization needs to be ex-
amined within the wider context of the se-
curitization of aid and peace-support inter-
vention. Securitization is the prioritization
of security and the security lens, especially
in the development and aid spheres where
traditionally notions of empathy and moral
compassion held sway. Securitization, or a se-
curity-led paradigm, is not new and certainly
predated 9/11 and the Afghan and Iraqi de-
bacles. US support to authoritarian regimes
in Central and South America in the 1980s
can be regarded as an era of securitization in
which workers and indigenous rights move-
ments were viewed through a Cold War prism
as threats to be extirpated. The War on Terror
encouraged a renewed emphasis on secu-
ritization, and commentators have declared
many areas of life as being ‘securitized”: the
body, food, the environment (Martin 2010;
Gueldry 2012). The literature on the securiti-
sation of the humanitarian sector is particu-
larly insightful, with Mark Duffield (2002:
89) charting how development and security
have elided over the past two decades:

‘A’ metropolitan consensus has
emerged that holds that conflict is the
result of a developmental malaise in
which poverty, resource competition,
environmental collapse, population
growth, and so on, in the context of
failed or predatory state institutions
is fomenting non-conventional and
criminalised forms of conflict. Instead
of seeing a Third World as a series of
states constituting a site of strategic
alliance and competition, the world’s
conflict zones have been remapped in
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the representational form of the bor-
derlands.’

These borderlands were to be kept at bay,
controlled and securitized. Conflict and soci-
etal emergencies were exceptionalized and
exoticized: something that happened over
there, far away from metropolitan center and
something to be defended against. Thus, for
example, Haiti, Somalia, Liberia, Sierra Leone
and many conflict zones were ‘othered’ and de-
scribed as hopeless or anarchic’ (Kaplan 1994).

As Duffield and others point out, we have
seen the establishment of a transnational
and international form of securitization in
which it is associated with entire sectors
(humanitarianism and development), re-
gions (the Horn of Africa) and phenomena
(AIDS, migration etc.). Securitization has
become systemic, embedded within the
structures and discourses that frame and re-
spond to conflicts.

Explaining Stabilization

One can quite easily identify a series of proxi-
mate factors that have encouraged states,
international and multilateral organizations
and others to adopt the securitization lens.
The already mentioned reaction to 9/11 and
the Iraq and Afghanistan imbroglios are the
most obvious explanations. Yet proximate
factors can only go so far and must be seen
in unison with structural factors that provide
an ideological milieu and political economy
in which stabilization (and an aggressively
securitized version of stabilization at that) is
regarded as a legitimate and mainstream ac-
tivity. In the post-9/11 period we have seen
the internalization of a security-dilemma in
the technocracy of a number of states and in-
ternational organizations (Booth and Wheel-
er 2007). Sophisticated political economies
of risk identification and ‘management’ have
become institutionalized. In a classic case
of epistemic closure, social, economic, po-
litical and cultural phenomena are regarded
through a security-lens and security-led pre-
scriptions are recommended.
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The story behind the development of a
political economy and technocracy that re-
gards stabilization as a norm to be achieved
is complex. Crucial in this story is the inver-
sion of the notion of liberalism that has tra-
ditionally underpinned much peace-support
international intervention. In the widely
accepted view of liberalism, the individual
has the potential to become an empowered
citizen who, along with other rational self-in-
terested citizens, can steer the polity towards
peace and economic success. In this view, in-
ternational peace-support interventions seek
to empower citizens (through democratiza-
tion, restraints on centralized states and civil
society enhancement).

David Chandler's International Statebuild-
ing (2010) constructs a powerful critique of
this ‘liberal peace’, arguing that we inhabit a
world of ‘post-liberal intervention’ in which
key ideas of liberalism (that have tradition-
ally guided peace-support interventions)
have been discarded. Instead we have en-
tered a post-liberal paradigm that privileges
difference over universality, intervention
over autonomy and governance over govern-
ment. So notions of universal human values
and aspirations (foundational principles in
classical interpretations of liberalism) are
subjugated to meaner ‘agent centred’ views
that locate ‘the problems of international so-
ciety with those who have the least access to
global wealth and resources and are held to
have blocked themselves from achieving this
access, through the conscious choices and
decisions of the people and/or their political
elites’ (Chandler 2010: 191). Stated bluntly:
‘You've got conflict? That's your problem.’
This framing of international problems lo-
cates the necessity (and blame) for interna-
tional intervention with the poor choices
of the inhabitants of the conflict area and
justifies statebuilding and good governance
interventions that manage difference.

The second presumption of the post-liber-
al paradigm is the privileging of preventive
intervention over autonomy. Chandler notes
how autonomy has been transformed from a
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sphere of freedom and non-intervention in
the classical liberal canon to a sphere that
calls for intervention in the post-liberal para-
digm. Hence forceful intervention in Iraq,
Afghanistan and Libya, but also sanctions re-
gimes against Iran and Syria. ‘The starting as-
sumption is that external intervention is nec-
essary as a precondition for social harmony,
rather than that intervention is an exception
or reaction to the breakdown of social peace’
(Chandler 2010: 192). In this view, the auton-
omy of post-liberal states is regarded as po-
tentially problematic and must be countered
by the threat of preventive intervention.

The third presumption in the post-liberal
framing of society, conflict and the need
for international intervention is that gov-
ernments have limited capability. Govern-
ments, and the formal institutions of sov-
ereign states, are not to be viewed as active
agents that deliver services. Instead, they are
stripped down into facilitators and modera-
tors. ‘The post-liberal paradigm tends, in fact,
to reject policy goals and is concerned more
with processes of engagement, held to em-
power the other, enabling them to pursue
their goals safely and within a framework
of international constraints’ (Chandler 193).
This has profound implications for what the
inhabitants of war-torn societies can expect
from statebuilding exercises. They can ex-
pect governance rather than government:
‘the tasks of international statebuilding are
understood as those of the export of good
governance rather than the tasks of direction
or control’' (Chandler 193-4).

The cumulative impact of this post-liberal
paradigm is a context in which stabilization
is justified as both a means and an end.

Concluding Discussion

It is worth restating the opening remark that
this article is not an argument against stabil-
ity. Much human development and social pro-
gress has depended on stability, security and
ordered change. Indeed periods of rapid and
uncontrolled change are often associated with
high death rates; the French, Chinese and Ira-
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nian revolutions spring to mind. This article is
a critique of the concept of stabilization and
how it has been conceptualized and enacted.
In particular, the article is concerned about the
logic of control that lies behind stabilization.

An argument made in defense of stabiliza-
tion is that it is an emergency interim meas-
ure required when the security situation
does not allow a more expansive, civilian-
focused international mission. This ‘institu-
tionalization before liberalization’ argument
has plausibility, but only in a limited sense.
The author would contended that control
and securitization are so hard-wired into con-
temporary peace-support operations that is
difficult for them to adopt a laissez faire at-
titude to local autonomy.

Four points can be made by way of conclu-
sion. Firstly, stabilization — as a concept and
practice — lowers the horizons of peace and
peace interventions. It moves us away from
the realm of emancipation towards the realm
of control. It is, of course, prudent to manage
expectations. The peace-support interventions
of the 1990s and beyond have been marked
by interventions in which public expecta-
tions (especially in terms of the provision of
public goods) were left unfulfilled. This has
left a number of situations, Kosovo and An-
gola being good examples, in which there is
significant public disaffection in the political
sphere. Many people are unable to see a link
between involvement in formal political ac-
tivity (such as voting) and an improvement
in their material conditions. Yet, while expec-
tation management is sensible, stabilization
risks extinguishing the optimism that many
transitions require. The term suggests a con-
servative exercise of maintaining a controlled
environment rather than emancipation or
liberation. Profound social change (and it is
worth remembering that the societies that
experience civil war tend to have shocking dis-
parities of wealth and power) requires trans-
formation across many levels of society. Such
transformation is likely to have unforeseen
consequences, many of which might challenge
western norms and sensibilities. It requires
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social entrepreneurship, risk-taking and indi-
viduals and communities operating outside of
traditional roles. All of this is anathema to the
notion of stabilization which emphasizes con-
trol, order and institutions. Indeed, it is worth
noting how statebuilding is the central plank
of most peace-support interventions. Statist
and institutionalist methods and ends are pre-
ferred by the international guardians of peace.
Such an approach risks excluding creativity, in-
novation, dissent, resistance and pluralism; all
indicators of agency and of a vibrant polity.

It is worth asking when reviewing stabi-
lization operations: where does power lie?
Certainly, many stabilization missions men-
tion local legitimacy, participation, empower-
ment and consent. Yet the use of a corporate
and plastic language often does not equate
to a fundamental re-ordering of power away
from national and international elites. The
primary aim of stabilization is usually ordered
transition, with the transition bounded by
strictures set down by international financial
institutions and diplomatic conventions. In
cases where people power has challenged in-
ternational order (whether Palestinians voting
for Hamas or Icelanders reneging their debts)
established actors from the global north have
branded these activities as ‘irresponsible’.

An argument can be made that stabilization
missions are revolutionary, and provide op-
portunities for an expansion of human free-
dom. This is certainly the narrative employed
by the stabilizers. There can be no doubting
that international actions have helped topple
despots and have introduced significant socio-
political change in a number of societies. Yet
such change is bounded by essentially con-
servative parameters that reinforce interna-
tional order, the primacy of state sovereignty,
and the dominance of the market economy.
The World Bank and others have worked to
limit the economic autonomy of post-war
and post-authoritarian states. International
financial institution strictures to pare back
the state, trim welfare, keep inflation low and
open (usually fragile) economies to outside
competition are rarely empowering. Indeed,
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international stabilization programs are often
a diet of compliance and discipline.

A second concluding point is that the
mainstreaming of stabilization has resulted
in a hollowing out of peace in international
approaches to intervention. Peace still plays
arole, rhetorically at least, in the statements
of international organizations. Yet, with sta-
bilization, it has to share a billing with secu-
ritized and institutionalized order. Again, it is
worth restating that there is nothing inher-
ently wrong with security and order; many
basic societal functions require security and
order. Most expansive definitions of peace,
however, emphasize the emancipatory as-
pects of peace such as fulfilling human po-
tential. The elision of peace with security,
which is a recurrent theme in most defini-
tions of stabilization, undercuts the distinc-
tive value of peace. The danger is that peace
is relegated to just another glib buzzword
that is empty of meaning.

A third concluding point is that the con-
cept of stabilization further normalizes the
role of the military and aligned security
agencies into peacebuilding. As seen by
both the US and UK, stabilization is about
harnessing civilian and military know-how,
and institutionalizing the working rela-
tionships between the two sectors. This is
not to impugn the military sector. Many
militaries contain highly professionalized
and ethical personnel, and they provide
the security that is often essential so that
public goods such as medical assistance
can be supplied. Yet, the principal role
of militaries is to fight. They are trained,
equipped and conditioned to operate
through a security lens. The routine and
institutionalized inclusion of the military
in peace-support operations endangers ex-
pansive notions of peace that are based on
the fulfilment of human potential, imagi-
native and creative expressions of political
and cultural desires. So the argument is
not against the military per se. Instead, it
is against the normalization of a military
role in peace-support, which has profound
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consequences for issues of impartiality and
consent. Indeed, the ease with which NATO
moved from stabilization to combat in Af-
ghanistan underscores how the embedded
nature of military forces in peace-support
missions allows the military dimensions of
missions to be stepped up (Suhkre 2008).

The final concluding point is to ask: what
does the emphasis on stabilization say about
us, in the global north? It has been argued
here that stabilization is essentially a con-
servative doctrine that lowers the horizons
of peace and normalizes a military role in
peace-support operations. It is about control
and ordering the transition of states emerg-
ing from civil war and authoritarianism.
Many of the criticisms levelled at ‘the liberal
peace’ (Campbell, Chandler and Sabaratnam
2011; Roberts 2011) remain valid for stabi-
lization: it is an attempt to create compli-
ant, market-friendly any-states that do not
threaten the international order. The privi-
leging of stability is manifest in multiple
peace-support and statebuilding programs.
Whether military mentorship or good gov-
ernance reforms, the underlying ethos is
one of control: the alignment of governing
systems in the post-war society so that they
meet international (read ‘western’) norms.
This isomorphism reflects a significant inse-
curity on the part of leading states, interna-
tional organizations and international finan-
cial institutions. It suggests an intolerance
towards dissent and an over-eagerness to
depict it as ‘resistance’ or something malign
(Mac Ginty 2012b).

While it is sensible for leading states to
minimize risk, there has been a fetishiza-
tion of control. Yet, it is worth asking if it is
possible to micro-manage transitions. The
nannyish instincts of stabilization underval-
ues the agency that national elites and local
communities have in interpreting, delaying,
modifying and mimicking inputs from inter-
national peace-support and statebuilding ac-
tors (Bhabha 1980). All societies are ‘hybrid
political orders’ (Boege, Brown, Clements
and Nolan 2009), none more so than socie-
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ties undergoing peace-support interventions
in which international and local dynamics
combine to produce a fusion polity. Inter-
national statebuilding or good governance
inputs are often adapted to suit local needs
and mores. Many societies reach some sort of
equilibrium whereby interest groups accom-
modate one another, and civility rather than
civil war is the norm. This is not to roman-
ticize all things traditional and indigenous,
nor to underestimate the very real human
hardship that emerges from pogroms and
ethnic cleansing. It is, instead, to point to the
prevalence of everyday diplomacy and civil-
ity in many societies. This may not be pretty
and may not conform to western, legally en-
shrined notions of pluralism. Yet, in many
societies, it operates at the village, street and
workplace levels as a form of social capital
that acts as a conflict retardant. The heli-
copter parenting of stabilization interferes
with the tendency of many post-war socie-
ties to reach a ‘natural’ equilibrium. It often
privileges some groups and systems of gov-
ernance over others, and creates a political
economy of prestige and resources around
the newly built or reformed state.

It should be stressed that the argument in
favour of ‘equilibrium’ should not be seen
as a charter for ethnic cleansers and those
who wish to impose their will. Instead, it is
an argument for more circumspection with
regard to international peace-support inter-
vention and the range of activities that com-
prise the intervention. It is an argument that
stabilization diminishes the ability of fragile
societies to understand themselves, their
conflict, and the ways in which sustainable
accommodation can be achieved. This is de-
spite the language of ‘local participation’ and
‘local legitimacy’ that often heavily features
in the stabilization literature.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The author is grateful to the anonymous ref-
erees for their comments on an earlier draft
of the paper.



Mac Ginty / Against Stabilization

REFERENCES

BBC 2010 ‘Broadcasting House' (2010) BBC
Radio 4, 25 July.

Bhabha, H ‘Of mimicry and man: The am-
bivalence of colonial discourse’, October,
1980, 28, 125-33.

Boege, V, Brown, A, Clements, K and Nolan,
A 2009 ‘Building peace and political commu-
nities in hybrid political orders’, International
Peacekeeping, 16(5): 599-614. DOL: http://
dx.doi.org/10.1080/13533310903303248.

Booth, K and Wheeler, N 2007 The Security
Dilemma: Fear, cooperation and trust in
world politics, Basingstoke: Palgrave.

Bush, G W 2001 Transcript of President Bush’s
address of an address to a joint session of
Congress, September 20, 2001, CNN US.
Available at http://articles.cnn.com/2001-
09-20/us/gen.bush.transcript_1_joint-
session-national-anthem-citizens?_s=PM:US
[Last accessed 13 August 2012].

Campbell, S, Chandler, D and Sabarat-
nam, M (eds.) 2011 A Liberal Peace? The
problems and practices of peacebuilding,
London: Pluto.

Chandler, D 2010 International Statebuild-
ing: The rise of post-liberal governance,
London: Routledge.

Cooper, H and Shanker, T 2012 ‘US rede-
fines Afghan success before conference’,
New York Times, May 17.

Council of the European Union 2000
Council Regulation (EC) No 2666,/2000.
Available at http://ec.europa.eu/enlarge-
ment/pdf/financial_assistance/cards/
general/2666_00_en.pdf [Last accessed
14 August 2012].

Darby, J 1996 ‘What's wrong with conflict?’
Centre for the Study of Conflict, Univer-
sity of Ulster. Available at http://cain.ulst.
ac.uk/csc/reports/conflict.htm [Last ac-
cessed 13 August 2012].

Darby, J 2012 ‘The meaning of war’ in M.E.
O'Connell ed., What is War? An investi-
gation in the wake of 9/11, Netherlands:
Koninklijke Brill, pp. 251-9.

Duffield, M 2010 ‘Risk management and the
fortified aid compound: Everyday life in

29

post-interventionary society’, Journal of In-
tervention and Statebuilding 4(4): 543-74.

Duffield, M 2002 ‘Reprising durable disor-
der: Network war and the securitisation of
aid’ in B. Hettne and B. Oden (eds) Global
Governance in the 21st Century: Alterna-
tive perspectives on world order, Stock-
holm: Almkvist and Wiksell, pp. 74—105.

Falk, R 2003 The great terror war, New York:
Olive Branch Press.

Freedom House 2012 ‘Freedom in the
World'. Available at http://www.freedom-
house.org/sites/default/files/inline_im-
ages/Table%200f%20Independent%20
Countries%2C%20FIW%202012%20
draft.pdf [Last accessed 13 August 2012].

Grindle, M 2005 ‘Good Enough Govern-
ance Revisited’, A Report for DFID with
reference to the Governance Target Strat-
egy Paper, 2001, ODI, Available at http://
www.odi.org.uk/events/docs/1281.pdf
[Last accessed 13 August 2012].

Gueldry, M 2012 ‘Security and the environ-
ment: Securitization theory and US envi-
ronmental security policy’, Environmental
Politics, 21(3): 538—40. DOI: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1080/09644016.2012.671614.

Hancock, L and Mitchell, C (eds.) 2007 Zones
of Peace, Bloomfield, CT.: Kumarian Press.

Kaplan, R D 1994 ‘The coming anarchy’, The
Atlantic. Available at http://www.theatlan-
tic.com/magazine/archive/1994/02/the-
coming-anarchy/304670/.

Klein, N 2007 Shock Doctrine: The rise of dis-
aster capitalism, New York: Metropolitan
Books.

Mac Ginty, R 2006 No War, No Peace: The
rejuvenation of stalled peace processes and
peace accords, Basingstoke: Palgrave.

Mac Ginty, R 2008 ‘Indigenous peacemak-
ing versus the liberal peace’, Cooperation
and Conflict, 43(2): 139-63. DOI: http://
dx.doi.org/10.1177,/0010836708089080.

Mac Ginty, R 2012a ‘Routine Peace: technoc-
racy and peacebuilding’, Cooperation and
Conflict, forthcoming.

Mac Ginty, R 2012b ‘Between Participation
and Compliance: Non-participation and



30

the liberal peace’, Journal of Intervention
and Statebuilding, 6(2): 167-187. DOI:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17502977.201
2.655601.

Martin, L 2010 ‘Bombs, bodies and biopoli-
tics: Securitizing the subject at airport
security’, Social and Cultural Geography,
11(1): 17-34. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/
10.1080/14649360903414585.

Nelson, C R 2006 How should NATO handle
stabilization operations and reconstruc-
tion efforts? Washington, DC: The Atlantic
Council of the United States.

OECD/International Dialogue on State-
building and Peacebuilding 2011 A New
Deal for Engagement in Fragile States.

PAM 2012 Peace Accords Matrix. Available
at https://peaceaccords.nd.edu/ [Last ac-
cessed 21 September 2012].

Partlow, J and Brulliard, K 2010 ‘US op-
erations in Kandahar push out Taliban’,
Washington Post, 25 October.

Pascual, A C 2005 ‘Stabilization and Re-
construction: Building peace in a hostile
environment’, Prepared statement to Sen-
ate Committee on Foreign Relations, June
16. Available at http://2001-2009.state.
gov/s/crs/rls/rm/48644.htm [Last ac-
cessed 14 August 2012].

Roberts, D 2011 Liberal Peacebuilding and
Global Governance: Beyond the metropolis,
London: Routledge.

Mac Ginty / Against Stabilization

Schultz, T and Agoglia, G 2006 ‘The US
Army Peacekeeping and Stability Opera-
tions Institute’, The Cornwallis Group XI:
Analysis for new and emerging societal
conflicts, 22-27.

Siegle, J 2011 ‘Stabilising Fragile States’,
Global Dialogue, 13(1): 1-16.

Stabilization Unit 2012 ‘What is stabiliza-
tion?'. Available at http://www.stabiliza-
tionunit.gov.uk/about-us/what-is-stabi-
lization.html. [Last accessed 14 August
2012].

Suhkre, A 2008 ‘A contradictory mission?
NATO from stabilization to combat in
Afghanistan’, International Peacekeep-
ing, 15(2): 214-36. DOI: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1080/13533310802041477.

Transparency International 2011 ‘Corrup-
tion Perceptions Index 2011'. Available at
http://cpi.transparency.org/cpi2011/re-
sults/ [Last accessed 13 August 2012].

US Army 2009 The US Army Stability Opera-
tions Field Manual: US Army Field Manual
No 3-07, Michigan: University of Michi-
gan Press.

UNDP 2011 Governance for Peace: Securing
the social contract, New York: United Na-
tions, p. 12.

World Bank 2011 Human Development
Report, Conflict Security and Develop-
ment, Washington, DC: World Bank,
p. 193, 248, 251.



