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Abstract

Protection of civilians has become enshrined as a core task for international peacekeeping missions.
How to ensure that civilians are safe from violence and human rights abuses is central to developing
military doctrine for peacekeeping; how safe civilians are from attack is central to how
peacekeeping missions are assessed both by locals and international observers. However, protection
of civilians is often seen as something that is done by active peacekeepers on behalf of passive
civilians, potentially missing the ways in which peacekeepers’ actions interact with strategies that
civilians undertake on their own behalf. Integrating peacekeeper and civilian self-protection
strategies is not trivial, either from a practical or a moral standpoint. Drawing on primary research
among women in Liberia, as well as case studies of civilian protection elsewhere, this essay
examines the ways in which working with civilians on protection—creating ‘hybrid’ systems of
protection—inevitably entangles peacekeepers in civilians’ other social, political, and moral
concerns, undermining at least a naive impartiality. To retain their moral stance, peacekeepers
ought to focus on using the safety they provide to allow different local actors (civilian and armed) to
interact safely and, ideally, constructively.

Keywords: United Nations; Liberia; women; self-protection; wviolence; civil conflict;
conflict resolution

Protection of civilians—the use of military force to deter and/or halt violence against
civilians—is a major concern for peacekeeping doctrine, planning, and practice.’
Morally, protection of civilians is deeply entangled with questions about how to
reconcile the traditional (and plausible) concern that peacekeepers remain impartial
guarantors of peace rather than becoming embroiled in the political issues being
contested, while not remaining impotent in the face of ‘obvious evil’, like the
slaughter and abuse of civilians.?

Much of the protection of civilians literature has focused on what peacekeepers
and other military forces can and should do to protect civilians from death and other
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D.H. Levine

serious human rights abuses.” What civilians do in their own defense is often ab-
sent from these discussions, and as a result some of implications that civilians’
self-protection activities have for peacekeepers risk being ignored.*

Incorporating civilians’ own actions into protection of civilians is not simple. While
‘protection of civilians’ by peacekeeping operations (PKOs) is largely a matter for the
period between the initiation of a peace process and the end of military and para-
miltiary violence, protection is not just a matter of an individual being in the right place
at the right time to intercede in an act of violence or abuse; it requires the creation of
systems of protection that deflect threats of violence, intercede in crises, and
mitigate harm afterwards. However, because these systems of protection involve
social organization, and integration into the rest of civilians’ lives, they are inherently
political.

This piece outlines how PKOs can approach questions of their interactions with
civilian activities and systems of protection.’

Even if we understand the peacekeeper’s commitment to impartiality to involve
loyalty to the mandate of the mission, international law, and universal human rights,
rather than as pure ‘hands-off’ neutrality, working with civilian systems poses moral
questions.® Impartiality, understood in this sense, still typically retains the idea that
peacekeepers should not be on any side in the local conflict, and should not seek to
influence it beyond ensuring that all parties respect human rights, international law,
and whatever peace or ceasefire agreements may be in place. But, civilian organiza-
tions and protection systems are players in internal conflicts. Civilian protection
systems come with all the moral complexity of any other organization in the midst of a
conflict—they have social and political aims other than mere protection, they are most
often headed by elites rather than ‘representative’ of the broader population, and they
may be ‘uncivil’ in other ways (patriarchal, nationalistic, sectarian, etc.). If we
recognize that civilians are not just passive victims, granting them their agency also
entails granting that they will have a stance on the issues in conflict.

There is no simple, universal answer to the question of which civilians peacekeepers
should work with and how; too much will depend on the context. But making explicit
some of the moral questions that arise when we think of civilians as more than just
passive targets of attack (or, a little better, people purely yearning for democracy and
human rights) provides some guidance for those judgments. In particular, I argue that
peacekeepers should think of themselves not as protectors-from, standing between a
mass of passive civilians and threatening armed groups, but, rather, as protectors-
with, helping civilians broaden and consolidate systems of protection that involve
partnership with peacekeepers and encounters with the very groups that threaten
civilians.

SCOPE AND SOURCES
Before turning to substance, two notes about scope and sources. First, the issues are

complicated enough that I will restrict my focus not only to peacekeeping (as distinct
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from peace building, peace enforcement, or counterinsurgency), but also to one sort
of peacekeeper, the armed military peacekeeper. What I have to say may have some
implications for other armed elements of some peacekeeping missions, especially
formed police units that can use paramilitary levels of force, and perhaps for police
with an executive mandate, but they are not my primary subjects.

Second, this piece draws in part on primary research. In June 2011, my colleague
Susan Merrill and I travelled to Liberia to meet with civilians—primarily women—
who had been involved with self-protection and conflict resolution/transformation
efforts during Liberia’s two civil wars. We conducted a series of confidential, semi-
structured interviews with Liberians about their experiences during the war and their
perspectives on the Economic Community of West African States Monitoring Group
(ECOMOG) and UN peacekeeping missions there. Unless a different date or venue
is noted, any references to interviews in this paper are from that field research.
All interviews were confidential, and so interview partners will be referred to only in
generic terms.

We chose Liberia because of the unusual international prominence of the women’s
peace movement there. Given that women are often framed as the paradigmatic
passive victims of violence, we thought it would be especially worthwhile to look
closely at a situation in which they displayed clear agency. While women (and men)
everywhere find ways to respond to social violence, Liberia’s women have been
better-documented than most. In addition to its inherent interest for questions of
peacekeeper interaction, we hope that showcasing the actions of Liberian women will
help undercut the perception that civilians, particularly women, are stripped of their
agency in conflict—a perception that can, unfortunately, cause interventions to
undermine that agency by assuming that civilians are simply in need of ‘saving’.”

WHAT CIVILIANS DO DURING VIOLENCE

Before we can meaningfully discuss peacekeeper—civilian interactions we should at
least discuss briefly what exactly it is that civilians do on their own.

Explicit protection strategies

The perception that civilians are helpless in the face of physical violence results from
too narrow a focus on the ‘point of impact’, where an armed group is threatening
unarmed individuals right now.® In such situations, there may be little for civilians to
do besides flee if they can.

But there is always a question of how we came to this crisis point. It is better to
think of protection, even relatively narrow physical protection, as a system of
response to threats and vulnerabilities, rather than as just what happens when bullets
are flying or machetes have been drawn. Protection systems will have at least three
aims: to deflect/defuse gathering threats and reduce vulnerability, to intercede in
actual acts of violence, and to mitigate the consequences of attack. Civilians and their
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organizations may be weak on the second aim (stopping immediate violence), but
strong—perhaps stronger than the PKO—on the first and third.

When we take this broader view, civilians engage in all manner of self-protection;
as Bonwick argues, civilians mostly protect themselves, with international interven-
tion a relatively marginal source of safety.’ Barrs has made a thorough inventory of
civilian avoidance (removing themselves from the path of threats), accommodation
(bargaining with or even confronting threatening groups), and affinity (building
threat-reducing linkages) strategies.'® Paffenholz and Spurk acknowledge that civil
society groups often have protection functions, including negotiating safe zones and
temporary moratoriums on violence (e.g. to allow humanitarian access), monitoring,
or even demobilization and demining in unusual cases.'' Several recent case studies
have focused in detail on civilian self-protection in Uganda and Sudan.'?

Life goes on

Self-protection is rarely all-consuming. Explicit protection activities are in a sense
marginal to self-protection; the core of self-protection is ensuring that lives can be
lived. Political violence tends to be sporadic and come in spasms, and even during
extended military campaigns, the violence is not everywhere, all the time. People live
their lives in the interstices of violence, and find ways of living with it.

Life during conflict is one that some individuals can become quite adept at
navigating, even if from a safe outside perspective the situation seems oppressive. For
instance, Utas has written an account of one woman caught up in the Liberian war
who developed such aptitude for ‘victimcy’ strategies that she left a refugee camp
(that called for different coping skills) to go back to the war.'?

In describing her, Utas uses a helpful distinction between ‘tactic agency’ and
‘strategic agency’. The former is being able to make meaningful short-term decisions
in a given social situation, while the latter is ‘an agency for those who can forecast
future states of affairs and have the possibility to make use of other people’s tactical
agency’. To this Utas adds a notion of ‘victimcy’, ‘the agency of self-staging
as a victim of war’, which is the type of agency pursued by his subject as she be-
came, by turns, a ‘girlfriend’ to more powerful soldiers, a refugee, a taxi driver, and
other roles.!* Utas seems to make victimcy a sub-category of tactical agency and
implies that most civilians caught up in the war zone are capable only of tactical
agency.

Relegating civilian actions to reactive tactics undersells the agency exercised by
women in Liberia (and likely by male and female civilians in other conflicts). While
granting Utas’s point that it can be dangerous to treat individuals in a war zone as if
they are fully masters and mistresses of their fate, given the extreme pressures they
act under, civilian agency in Liberia seemed to involve at least partly effective
attempts to shape the situation rather than simply react to it. The creation of peace
networks and organizations even meets Utas’s strategic agency criterion of being able
to make use of others’ tactical agency.
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If we see civilians as exercising only victimcy/tactical agency, it might be tempting
to think that anything peacekeepers can do to increase the physical safety of their
situation can only be to their benefit—they are only reacting in a short-term fashion.
But if we recognize that civilians can have long-term strategies, the moral landscape
is more complicated. et me now turn to some of the strategies pursued by women in
Liberia in particular.

What women did in Liberia

The roots of Liberia’s civil wars reach back at least as far as the 19th-century project
of returning freed US slaves to their ‘homeland’ in Africa, thereby creating a class
of Americo-Liberians who dominated local populations. The conflicts had more
recent origins in Samuel Doe’s 1980 coup against the Americo-Liberian regime. The
war began in earnest in 1989 when Charles Taylor invaded from Cote d’Ivoire at the
head of the National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NFPL). The NFPL split early on
into two factions, with the ‘Independent’” NFPL (INFPL) led by Taylor’s former
lieutenant, Prince Johnson—who would be the one to capture and kill Doe. The
factions continued to fragment (though the NFPL and INFPL remained dominant
players), and the conflict drew in the ECOMOG, as well as destabilizing neighboring
Sierra Leone. The first conflict drew to a close with 1997 elections, won by Taylor,
but the nation remained unstable, and war re-ignited in 1999, ending when Taylor
and the main rebel groups signed a peace agreement in 2003.'°

Much of what women did during the wars fell into Barrs’ category of avoidance.
Avoidance is, of course, not always a passive matter of hunkering down until violence
passes. The wives and market women who crisscrossed Monrovia while many men
hid inside were engaged in active strategies of economic and social survival at the
same time they dodged armed factions.

But Liberian women also actively organized to promote peace, particularly during
the second war. They met with warlords, protested, organized strikes and sit-ins,
and attended international peace meetings.'® On a more intimate scale, we heard
stories of women going out to get food while husbands hid at home, as well as
men and women confronting families and elders about sexual violence in the
community, sharing information about threats, and helping community members
(often through religious organizations) recover from the psychological damage of
violence.

Women’s peace work was not direct ‘protection of civilians’, but it was not entirely
separate from protection strategies, either. First, in the long run, achieving peace
would increase civilian safety—in that way, it is as much a protection of civilians
strategy as those aimed at defeating perpetrators of attacks on civilians.!” Peace-
making falls into the broader notion of ‘civilian protection’ embraced by many
humanitarian concepts, for instance in the Inter-Agency Standing Committee
(IASC)’s ‘egg’ model, even if it is not always what military peacekeepers understand

as falling under the rubric of ‘protection of civilians’.'®
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One of the lessons that we learned through our interviews was that it was very
difficult to cleanly separate civilians’ self-protection activities from ‘making peace’.
The female organizers told us that they discussed issues of immediate concern
(‘protection of civilians’) when they met with warlords and others, but for them it
was in the context of a longer-term process toward peace (‘conflict transformation’ or
‘peace-making’). While they were concerned with individual acts of violence, their
perspective was more systemic, and aimed at reducing sources of vulnerability and
mitigating the impact of violence (one of our interview partners was heavily involved
in work with his Church counseling victims of violence). It would be a conceptual
mistake to treat this as something other than protective activity, however, simply
because the fact that their organizations were weakest at the ‘point of impact’ meant
that they focused on aspects of protection less emphasized in the military-focused
protection of civilians discussion.'®

WHY INTERACT WITH CIVILIANS?

One might think that peacekeepers should keep aloof from civilians’ own organiza-
tions and activities and only take care not to interfere. Whatever peacekeepers do, it
should add to civilians’ own strategies, and the main way in which peacekeepers
should attend to civilian strategies at all is to be sure to stay out of their way—for
example, by not creating safe area boundaries that cut civilians off from their
livelihoods or placing food distribution points in ways that incentivize civilians to
displace themselves.?°

While in the abstract it may be clear what kinds of things are likely to interfere with
civilian strategies, determining the likely impact of a peacekeeping strategy on
particular civilian activities in a conflict is complicated, messy, and requires deep
knowledge of the dynamics of the situation. Civilian organizations are in much better
positions to understand these dynamics than outside interveners.

The first thing that peacekeepers can gain from engaging with civilians is
information they may need to avoid interfering with those civilians’ own self-
protection schemes. Somewhat ironically, engagement may be the best means of
staying out of the way.

Civilian organizations are also sources of information for the peacekeepers’ own
work. While some of the most egregious cases that led to the focus on protection of
civilians in peacekeeping involved civilians being attacked in full view of peacekeepers
(such as attacks on civilian protesters in Haiti, on safe areas in Bosnia, and the
Rwandan genocide), many more attacks on civilians go forward because peace-
keepers do not respond until it is too late. Civilians and their organizations will often
be keyed in to dynamics likely to lead to violence in ways that peacekeepers—who
often lack relevant language skills and certainly will not know the local situation as
well—are not.

But the advantages of working with civilians are not just informational. Ide-
ally, peacekeeper and civilian protection activities can be mutually supporting.
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Peacekeepers can add coercive incentives and international legitimacy to civilians’
own strategies, and civilians can defuse potentially violent situations, make connec-
tions, create and maintain support networks (not every civilian who dies from a
conflict dies immediately—many die from lack of food, shelter, sanitation, or medical
care), and otherwise provide preventive and reactive protection that may be more
difficult for peacekeepers on their own. Peacekeepers and civilians can become part of
a system of protection more comprehensive than either could provide on their own.

Despite reasonable concerns, the advantages mean that working with civilians is
the right answer (and it is endorsed by the UN).?! But it is not uncomplicated.

‘HYBRID’ PROTECTION

If they work with civilians, peacekeepers’ protection efforts will end up being
‘hybridized’, in a sense similar to the way the term is used in the peace building
literature.

Peace is hybridized to the extent that local agents ‘respond to, resist, and ultimately
reshape peace initiatives through their interactions with international actors and
institutions’.?? While in some sense this is true of every interaction, the nature of the
hybridization varies depending on how well the international presence is able to make
its vision of peace attractive or use coercion to get locals to go along, and how far locals
have the power to resist or the resources to present attractive alternative visions.>>

Similarly, peacekeepers should recognize that protection will be hybridized.

Take the choice to engage in avoidance: different people have different views about
when it is morally appropriate to ask someone to back down versus when the
appropriate response is to back them up with protection from a threat. Peacekeepers
may make this cut in terms of safe zones, green zones, and other areas they are
prepared and obligated to defend, while locals may think of things more in terms of
social status, kin relationships, or other aims/attributes.

For more concrete examples: in Somalia, clan membership is a major component
of local systems of protection. Someone in danger of attack may be able to deflect
that danger by being adopted or marrying into a powerful clan.?* In Afghanistan,
communities were able to pay off the Taliban to avoid attack.?” Entering into
something as personal as marriage for the sake of safety (perhaps almost literally with
a gun at one’s head) or helping to finance the activities of a group as abusive as the
Taliban may (reasonably) offend the moral sensibilities of peacekeepers. But there
may be pressures from locals to allow such strategies, especially if peacekeepers are
not able to fully make good on alternative protections from violence.

These examples raise one way in which my focus differs from at least some of the
literature on hybrid peace. Some theorists focus primarily on the ways in which
Western-liberal political forms are blended with more traditional institutions. For
example, Boege et al. discuss at length the ways in which nascent political orders
combine Western democratic state forms of authority with ‘traditional’ authorities
like chiefs, and they define hybridity (in part) by the fact that hybrid political orders
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include ‘non-state forms of order and governance’ and institutional elements from
‘genuinely different societal sources’.?°

It is, of course, very worthwhile for peacekeepers to understand and interact with
local, culturally embedded systems of protection where they can. But the above
examples are not just matters of attending to (morally neutral) cultural forms that
peacekeepers may miss the significance of if they think of Western-style institutions
as the only way to do things. They involve genuine concerns about values and human
rights. Moral questions arise not so much when the forms diverge as when working
with some local group involves peacekeepers in a controversial moral stance, either
because the moral commitments of the locals clash with those of peacekeepers
or because the moral commitments of zhese locals represent a position in an on-
going clash of values tied to the conflict. In other words, when going along or
compromising with civilians’ values means either violating impartiality or cooperat-
ing with ‘obvious evil’. As one reply to Boege et al. points out, one of the ‘positive’
examples of a hybrid order that they use is Somaliland, which does not live up to
‘universalist claims of human rights and emancipation’, particularly with respect to
press freedom and women’s rights.?’

Further, since war is a process of social disruption and change, the issue is not just
one of finding the right compromise between peacekeepers’ values (as if they were
unequivocal in a multi-nation mission) and local values (as if they were unequivocal
in any society, let alone one in conflict). Stepping in to stop violence necessarily
involves altering the course of that social conflict, and interacting with groups that
have interests in directing change one way or another. A model of ‘first stop the
fighting, then resolve the social conflicts’ is naive.

In general, it is important not to be drawn in by an image of the PKO as the only,
or even the dominant force in the dynamics of the situation. PKOs are often powerful
influences, of course. But from the perspective of people on the ground, engaged in
their own attempts to build systems of safety, they are only one actor. Factions,
including armed actors, may attempt to leverage the PKO’s presence. LLocal NGOs
and less-formal organizations may see the PKO a rival or patron. Their main impact,
seen from the ‘ground’, may be to exacerbate, bias, or suppress existing social
conflicts.?® A PKO’s moral and strategic vision should be shaped by a self-conception
as one actor operating in such a way as to make civilians safer, not as an organization
that will, by its own force, provide safety.

Fortunately for us, the war came

Interviews with Liberian women and data from elsewhere highlight how deeply
entangled ‘peace’ movements are with social divisions and organizational dynamics.

Several of the women with whom we spoke claimed that the war had had a positive
effect on women’s rights in Liberian society—in particular, that women were
accorded more legal rights, that the average Liberian woman (though certainly not
all, and more in urban areas) was more aware of her human rights, and that it was
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now socially possible for many of them to occupy higher-status positions (many of
our interview partners were leaders in non-governmental organizations) in a way that
would not have been possible in, e.g. 1980s.

Fortunately for us, as Liberian women, the war came. Though we were abused, our
rights were violated during the war, it highlighted a lot of things and created
awareness. So that’s why I say it’s fortunate, because it’s because of what happened
that we began to speak out.

These were not women who saw the war in a rosy light—they had lived through
extreme violence, and many of them had been personally subjected to war-time
atrocities, particularly sexual violation. The ‘silver lining’ of the war was just that it
disrupted social relations so badly that it broke down many bad social norms (like
subjection of women) as well as the good ones (like communal trust).

Female leaders with whom we spoke told us that they, personally, had always been
more outspoken than their peers, but social norms had resisted them before the war’s
disruption. One said she had ‘always been an outspoken person’, and another said,
‘all along, I wanted to be different’. The war seems to have allowed individual women
to rise to the top in a period where norms that held them back were losing their force,
rather than fostering general female empowerment. Our interviews were consistent
with Fuest’s research on the Liberian women’s movement, which found divides
between an (often internationally) educated elite and the rank-and-file of the
movement, and that there was a perception of women’s rights talk as being
‘something of the city’.?°

Because civilian organizations are often led by atypical people, who peacekeepers
build a relationship with is morally important. They are people, with their own
commitments, desires, plans, flaws, and virtues. They are typically (relatively) elite
members of society, with opportunities, education, and resources not shared by
everyone and which shape their values and perceptions. And the organizations they
head are likewise concrete and peculiar.

The fact that organized social movements tend to depend on and generate elites
does not, in itself, make them bad. The point is that these are individuals with
connections and skills that put them outside the social norm, and views that are not
universally held.

The result is that working with civilian organizations is not anything so straightfor-
ward as doing what ‘the people’ want. If peacekeepers focus exclusively on ending
immediate violence, issues of how the period of violence is changing society are
unlikely to be at the forefront. But the social disruption of oppressive norms about
women in Liberia highlights the fact that any action to end the violence will put
peacekeepers in the position of taking some ‘stand’ on the underlying social conflicts,
because it is a choice to disrupt (or stop the disruption of) some norms and support
(or not) the creation of others. Not only armed factions have power and interests.
The mere fact that some groups are civilians does not automatically mean that they
will act more disinterestedly than their armed neighbors, or that they are without
means to affect the situation.
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Pointing out that civilian leadership may hold non-representative views is also not
to imply that minority positions, like feminism in Liberia, are bad—far from it! But
peacekeepers should not ignore the fact that promoting, say, women’s rights is a
move in a social conflict. Treating the issue as just one of supporting an abstract
moral truth does not necessarily do women’s rights any favors. Liberians who oppose
women’s rights have their reasons—they may not be good reasons, or they may be
understandable reasons manifesting in a distorted way. If we care about women’s
rights, the goal should not be to ignore the conflict or to end it by putting
international power on one side but to create ways in which the conflict between the
defenders of women’s rights and their opponents can meet in progressive ways, an
issue I will return to below.

Part of the issue here is that local organizations most often do not separate out an
apolitical concept of protection from other goals the way that peacekeepers do. This
may be a consequence of life going on in wartime. Civilians who face a constant
background threat of violence are likely to respond by trying to find ways to pursue
their interests and convictions in the context of that threat, rather than sacrificing all
their other commitments to remove the threat.’°

One of the Liberian women we interviewed had worked for the Taylor government
but joined the peace movement during the second war after seeing herself as
non-political. While she cited physical safety as the first thing she thought about
when she thought about ‘protection’, she quickly followed it with what got her
involved—concern for the safety and future of her children. When the second war
began, she crossed Monrovia at great risk to her physical safety to be reunited with
them. She also chose the relatively difficult road of divorce and leadership in the
peace movement and the NGO world after the war. She engaged in many actions
intended to reduce vulnerability to violence, but if bare physical safety were her chief
motivation, she would clearly have chosen a different path.

While the experiences of women in Liberia provide a strong example of how
protection, peace, and politics become entangled in practice, the observation is
certainly not unique to Liberia. The ‘peace communities’ in Colombia provide
another example of how, in practice, it is rarely if ever possible to separate self-
protection activities from the social and political cleavages in society. Set up to resist
collaboration with both the rebels and government-affiliated paramilitaries, these
organizations helped organize a united front against armed elements and provided
mutual aid to members, but many also espoused leftist politics and a confrontational
stance towards armed actors that led one analyst to assess them quite critically:
‘Objectively, as a project to increase safety (rather than to increase freedom or
respect for political beliefs), since the risks faced by the population [of the peace
community] are considerably higher than those faced by people in the surrounding
area’.”’

He also points out that the politicization of the peace communities led many
humanitarian agencies to keep their distance. Just as there was no bright line between
protection and peace-making activities for many of the women’s groups in Liberia,
the Colombian peace communities may not have seen their political and moral views
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as so distinct from their protection practices as international humanitarians do.
Physical safety may have been less valuable to some civilians if it came at the cost of
sacrificing freedom or respect—though if that possibility is entertained, we should
also ask whether everyone in the peace community saw things the same way, or if
their leaders were taking a radical stance on their behalf.

Civilian—-PKO alliances

In addition to factors that generally embed peacekeepers’ actions in a social conflict,
peacekeepers may find themselves more directly drawn into the orbit of particular
civilian organizations.

Civilians, especially those leading active self-protection or peace movements, and/
or living through long conflicts, may not be making ‘first contact’ with internationals.
As a result, civilian contacts may be well-versed in international protection concepts,
and they will not be approaching the PKO as naive actors.

The women’s peace movement in Liberia was deeply linked to external actors by
the time of its most prominent activism in the second civil war (well before the arrival
of UNMIL peacekeepers), and began building strong international links early in the
career of ECOMOG peacekeepers.>> When we asked what had contributed to
women’s increased willingness and ability to engage in peace activism, especially
during the second war, we received several variations on the response that they had
become connected to broader peace networks and sources of information. One
woman told us that the involvement of the Liberian Women’s Initiative (IL\WI) in the
Ghanaian peace talks in 1994 brought in international assistance that had not
previously been forthcoming; and, that during the wars (between 1990 and 2003),
‘several Liberian women had the opportunity of having training on women’s rights,
human rights and what have you’.

The urbanization of Liberia’s population also seemed to help spread information
among Liberians, both locally generated ideas and strategies and information that
individuals were bringing back from international connections. One woman told us
that ‘women who know’ spread information from outside trainings to other women,
especially in densely populated urban areas.

Civilians, especially those with previous international contacts and training, may
be savvy about seeking out alliances with PKOs. One of our interview partners was a
member of an important women’s peace group. When asked about her group’s
relationship with ECOMOG, she told us that it was very close and involved ‘a lot of
interaction’. In particular, she said that her group provided ECOMOG with a lot of
information on the conflict and factions, and ECOMOG facilitated several of their
meetings with warlords. Peacekeepers should expect organized locals to use the
peacekeeping mission as part of their own strategy—one frequent characteristic of
internationally linked advocates is that their strategies follow a ‘boomerang’ pattern,
where domestic obstacles are moved by going outside the country to enlist the aid of
foreign or international agents.”’
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Savvy civilians can be a double-edged sword. On the one hand, the existence of
well-organized civilian groups can provide an invaluable lever for peacekeepers trying
to protect civilians—the information given to ECOMOG being only one example.
And civilian organization is one of the most potent forms of civilian power. With and
without international assistance, the women’s groups in Liberia did tremendous
work, both on the war and on changing an environment of violence and trauma.
But on the other hand, civilians who know how PKOs ‘tick’ may also use that
information strategically. And even groups not setting out to manipulate peace-
keepers will inevitably (and, in many cases quite reasonably) use their connections
with peacekeepers to press their view of how things should change.

The point is not to undermine the credibility of civilians, but just to realistically
point out that assuming they are too innocent to be able to manipulate peace-
keepers—to make use of peacekeepers’ tactical agency in service of the locals’
strategic agency—is to deny them due respect.

Choosing among elites

A non-Liberian example, the Community Liaison Interpreters (CLIs) attached to
the United Nations Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo
(MONUC), helps illuminate the difficulties peacekeepers face in choosing how to
work with civilian groups.>* CLIs were Congolese nationals charged with translating
for the peacekeepers, but more importantly they served as a bridge between the
mission (particularly its Joint Protection Teams) and civilians. But their successes
were mixed. Part of the reason was that they varied in the level of community
engagement they were able to build: ‘CLIs do not reach the entire community ...
CLIs appear to speak primarily with community leaders rather than the community
at large. This fact, coupled with the lack of female CLIs, means that a significant
number of voices are still not being heard’.>®

This criticism still implies that it is possible to speak to ‘the community at large’, but
how would this look? It could mean speaking to each member of the community
individually—but even this approach would in some way reflect community
structure. For instance, would it be harder to speak to women? Would children
be included, and how? Would CLIs speak to ‘whole communities’ defined by
boundaries natural on the ground (e.g. kin groups—and would these be ‘natural’ to
everyone?) or defined by the area of operations of the peacekeeping mission? Would
they have an open door policy (who would feel comfortable coming? everyone
equally?)? More likely, the solution would be to set up some form of community
forum or consultation—which may be headed by the community leaders, or by
(perhaps civilian) peacekeepers. In any event, once we consider the details of what it
would mean to speak to ‘the community at large’ we see that all of the concerns
about civilian organizations and structures and their particular perspectives re-arise.

The philosophical depth of this problem comes from the fact that it is not at all
clear what it means to ‘speak for the people’, and so peacekeepers cannot solve the
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problem of protection systems being tied to social divisions just by finding the right
people to talk to. “The will of the people’ is something that is only expressed through
reasonably well-functioning political institutions.>® It is not just that it is difficult for
peacekeepers to know ‘what Liberians want’, it is that there is arguably no such thing
as what Liberians want in a situation like war-time or immediately post-war Liberia,
precisely because of the damage to social institutions that peacekeepers are trying to
repair.

Trying to reduce the dilemma to the civilian/combatant divide does an injustice to
the decisions civilians make. One Liberian woman (speaking mostly about the
2000-2003 war) told us that a big challenge for the women’s peace movement there
was the fact that many women were supporters of the armed factions. Civilian
women were involved with the armed groups in a number of ways. Some, like feeding
combatants, would leave them clearly civilians on most understandings—but still
undermined the task of building peace and mitigating the violent threat to civilians.
Others, like market women who helped keep supplies of ammunition flowing, would
fall into a more ambiguous category.”’ For this woman’s group, the challenge was to
get women whose activities were helping sustain the conflict, and who possessed
organization and social power, to agree that their overriding interest was in peace and
not their kin-group or the short-term benefits offered by alliance with an armed
faction. Peacekeepers who assume that all civilian organizations are ‘good’ or that all
organizations/individuals who serve a military or paramilitary role are to be kept at
arm’s length may not be willing or conceptually able to make choices that are
important to civilian allies.

Also consider the example of protection through clan allegiance in Somalia
mentioned above—even though the clan’s ‘civil society’ structure itself may have
been ‘civilian’, at least part of the safety of belonging to a powerful clan surely came
from the clan’s paramilitary assets.

In addition, military peacekeepers are themselves purveyors of violence. If the
peacekeepers begin to act in a way that supports the agenda of one civilian group over
another, or over an armed faction, that ‘civilian’ group is in fact now able to pursue
its goals through violence, if indirectly. This is just a different version, in a sense, of
protection by Somali clans—peacekeepers are a militarized part of a protection
system that includes both civilian and combatant elements.

Finally, it may lead to an uncritical attitude toward civilian alliances. Peacekeepers
have limited ability to support civilians and need to choose whose information they
will act on. If peacekeepers are given no other guidance than to work with civilian
organizations that seem to be good ones from the peacekeepers’ perspective, this may
smuggle partiality in through the back door. We do not, after all, simply assume that
all non-armed groups in our own societies are purely focused on the common good.
Similarly, in conflict areas, civil society groups may be nationalist, sectarian, ‘tribal’,
tied to economic divides, sexist, or otherwise ‘uncivil’.>®

A more fruitful analytic distinction than violent—nonviolent, which misses the
potential uncivil nature of civil society groups, or moral-immoral, which risks simply
imposing the peacekeepers’ own views of morality, is the distinction between
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‘dividers’ and ‘connectors’ proposed by the ‘Do No Harm’ project framework for
humanitarian aid.>* Connectors are individuals, groups, institutions, and practices
that link people in society, including across the divides that are salient to the
conflict—the infrastructure of Barrs’ affinity techniques.*® Dividers, in contrast, are
those elements of society—whether people, institutions, practices, or ideas—that
separate people from each other, set their interests in opposition, and cause them to
think of each other as rivals or enemies.

This distinction does not line up with the combatancy distinction or the moral
one. A multireligious armed ‘neighborhood watch’ group may be a connector, and an
NGO intent on ensuring accountability for war crimes by opposing an amnesty deal
may be a divider.

In addition, few groups (or ideas, or institutions) are unambiguously ‘connectors’ or
‘dividers’; rather they typically have connecting and divisive functions. A religion may
bring people together across ethnic divides while sharpening sectarian divides.
A marketplace may be neutral ground for armed groups, but a site of reproduction
for other evils. For instance, in Bosnia-Herzegovina, a large, initially unregulated (but
later formalized and taxed) expanse of traders, the ‘Arizona market’, developed under
the eye of UN and NATO forces. On the one hand, it was hailed by defenders as a place
where the commerce would bring together people from the various ethnic factions,
uniting them in mutually profitable trade (and thereby making it unattractive to
resume fighting). On the other, detractors pointed to the black-market activities
that flourished there, most infamously including the trafficking of women.*!
Unfortunately, both may have been right.

Choosing with elites, protecting with civilians

The advantage of understanding the landscape of elites in terms of the connector/
divider dichotomy is two-fold. First, it focuses attention on the social role of the
groups with which peacekeepers interact, rather than on their means and capacities.
To return to my main theme, this highlights the way in which peacekeepers are not
separate from social dynamics (not simply sitting above the fray and determining who
deserves their protection and who does not based on their conformance with an
ideal). They can maintain some degree of impartiality through honestly recognizing
the limits of that impartiality.

Second, the ambiguity of the connector/divider identity opens up the possibility
that the contribution of groups to violence and social conflict can be changed without
having to alter their identities or moral/ideological views. The question of ‘who can
we interact with to pursue protection’ is subordinated to ‘how can we interact with
civilian factions in a way that enhances their connective aspects while inhibiting their
divisive ones?” The problem is not to support the Arizona market/the clans/the
feminist peace builders or not; the problem is how to engage with them.

Even the traditional worry that engaging with abusive actors will ‘legitimate’ them
is somewhat displaced—instead of assuming that interaction entails legitimacy,
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peacekeepers should look at how, precisely, their interaction will change the social
dynamics in which legitimacy consists.

Lederach provides a supporting idea—‘mediative space’.*? The idea of a mediative
space is to create the possibility for engagement between diverse perspectives on
the conflict—whether through literal public space or through facilitating contact and
discussion.

The important conceptual shift for the peacekeeper is from an outside agent who
must decide what alliances to make and how to guide the violence he possesses with
influence from whose interests, to the peacekeeper as a participant in a social process
through which joint social interests can be worked out. This may require the creation
of a mediative space both for the parties to the conflict, and for the peacekeeper
himself.

In considering the respective roles of peacekeepers and local agents, we should
not take the ‘space’ part of mediative space too metaphorically. In conflict situations,
one barrier to changing conflictual relationships and to civilian self-protection in a
more immediate sense can be literal physical space: barriers to communicating
with those in other groups, barriers to flight, barriers to access to food and water,
lack of violence-free spaces to pursue activities that in more normal times foster
cross-communal relationships (e.g. trade). Peacekeepers can sometimes themselves
exacerbate this problem, by creating security spaces with sharp boundaries—for
instance, by cutting off any contact between civilians in a ‘safe zone’ and armed
factions (and other civilians, with whom there may be links of affinity) in a ‘red
zone’.*?

On the face of it, the ideal would be ‘saturation’, enough peacekeepers to function as
a domestic police force and completely prevent violence. But this is prohibitively
resource intensive in most peacekeeping situations. In addition, it would risk losing the
attractive aspects of ‘hybridity’. Peacekeepers that could single-handedly create a
complete system of protection would not just be able to intercede in individual acts of
violence or abuse; they would need to handle the definition of threats, monitoring of
vulnerability, decisions about levels of acceptable risks, choices about which groups
and individuals can interact with each other where and when, etc. This level of
pervasive influence would problematically—especially since their influence may not be
immediately obvious to the peacekeepers themselves—entangle peacekeepers in the
social conflicts that stand behind vulnerability, but as arbiters rather than partners.**

Safety-from vs. safety-with

Barring saturation, peacekeepers must create safety strategically. This is where the
remarks about physical space come in—to create mediative spaces, peacekeepers
cannot simply create safety from armed actors. They must create situations in which
civilians can experience safery with members of other groups, including perhaps
armed factions. Not only does this shift in approach provide moral guidance for
peacekeeper interactions, it is one that allows peacekeepers their own active role in
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shaping where and how civilian vulnerabilities will manifest, so that they can
proactively address threats rather than react to imminent ones.

Safety-from blocks mediative connections and sets peacekeeper agency at odds
with local agency. Peacekeepers are in control to the extent that they can exercise
control over the actions of civilians and those who threaten them (i.e. restrict their
agency, even if benevolently). The out-groups are out until they accept the
conditions for entry to the protected area—and negotiations about those conditions
of entrance are generally carried out at leadership levels, where interests are most
locked in and imagination hardest to exercise (the interventions of Liberian women
at peace talks being a notable exception to the elite focus of many peace talks). This
is potentially counter-productive for peace, and perhaps even for making the
activities of civilian organizations wrapped up with self-protection effective. If I am
right that peacekeepers working with locals cannot neatly divorce protection of
civilians from influencing the social conflict in a more progressive direction, they
need to note Lederach’s insight that ‘those building social change must intentionally
seek to link people who are not like-minded and not like-situated in the context’.*
Safety-with involves greater risk, but also allows for new connections to be made
between groups.

The other advantage of thinking of protection of civilians as the provision of ‘safety-
with’, is that we should not expect military peacekeepers to play the role of primary
mediators and relationship-builders. What peacekeepers bring to the table is their
ability to (ideally) create safety for themselves and others in their immediate vicinity.
By accompanying and cooperating with civilians engaged in conflict resolution and
self-protection tasks, peacekeepers can make it possible for them to expand their
activities. The creation of new relationships is still the work of the local civilians. If, to
lean on the metaphor, peacekeepers can ‘open’ mediative space by providing physical
safety for civilians to interact, civilians and their organizations ‘fill’ it. If interactions
that help build a broader and more stable system of protection for civilians were safe in
the absence of peacekeepers, the mission may not be needed.

This even applies to the creation of safety for international civilian specialists in
mediation or conflict-resolution. If peacekeepers can provide safety for international
civilians, why not for local civilians? There may of course be special skills and abilities
that international experts bring to conflict resolution, but at the end of the day, the
conflict is not between internationals and local factions. And, while in an immediate
crisis peacekeepers may not be able to make civilians safe &ere, now, the creation of a
system of protection is a broader aim that conceptually involves providing safety for
on-going civilian activities including at interface points where they contact threaten-
ing groups—constructing these interface points as a rigid border is only one option,
and my argument is that it should be a last resort.

Conceiving of physical protection as aimed at safety-with is helpful precisely in that
it allows the connections between self-protection, social change, and conflict
transformation to be maintained. If peacekeepers focus only on physical protection
without concerning themselves with working with local self-protection actors, they
risk breaking all the links. If they focus on working with certain approved groups and
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protecting their own protection activities, they risk breaking the link between politics
and conflict transformation. To recapitulate a bit, the fact that civilians organize to
safely accomplish concrete projects means that self-protection is always for something
(agenda) and for something that has become a matter of concrete conflict (in need of
transformation).

This should affect the strategic vision of peacekeepers. Even in the presence of
an agreed cease fire or peace treaty, they should not see the peace as ‘finished’ and
those who oppose the agreement as ‘spoilers’ to be simply controlled, co-opted, or
deterred. Rather, they should seek connections with civilian organizations involved
with self-protection, and as part of this cooperation, actively seek opportunities to
bring stakeholders into contact with each other—women, e.g. should not have to
fight to be heard because they are not the ones who took up weapons to fight
physically (and not only women who can ‘speak the language’ of international actors
should be heard, even if they provide a necessary entry point).

Such a strategic vision also helps to solve the worries about the connection
between popular will and undamaged institutions. In a conflict or immediate post-
conflict situation, social structures do not exist to give meaning to anything like
‘popular will’. But actively seeking opportunities for protection-with on behalf of
civilian organizations can provide a structure in which local-scale joint projects that
represent a local-scale common will and locus of organizational power can emerge.

Finally, seeing the ‘how’ of connection with civilian organizations this way pulls the
sting out of the ‘who’. Peacekeepers are not aligning themselves permanently with
one side of a social conflict. They are focusing their protection activities on creating
safer spaces in which to work those conflicts out concretely. This is not to be read as a
matter of providing a global safe space; peacekeepers need to identify parrcular
organizations and make them safe with other particular organizations. Nor is it
primarily about creating spaces for them to negotiate, or talk—that may come,
especially later when things are safe enough for civilian mediators. It is primarily
about creating space for joint work on issues of concrete protection and life-
sustaining activity. The ideal for military peacekeepers should not be just setting up a
conference or workshop—though they may draw on peace building insights, they
should still remain primarily concerned for the creation of systems of protection, not
general social rehabilitation.

For instance, we pressed the woman who spoke with us about the need to
reach out to women who had been supporting the fighters about what approach she
and her comrades used. It was not just a matter of trying to get them to see where
interest lay or even of moral suasion. An important part of their success was getting
women involved actively in the peace movement itself. This gave them an alternative
means of working to help their society, families, and friends, and that active
involvement, she argued, was key to bringing women away from the factions. This
makes perfect sense if we keep in mind that even people supporting the worst abuses
generally believe that they are doing right. If they were supporting armed factions
because they believed it was what was required of them as a member of their
community, they needed to be shown a more attractive community with more
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attractive modes of belonging. It also shows a different face of mediative space. It is
not just about creating space for people to come together, it is about fostering joint
projects that expand the reach of the organizations that speak for this or that group
of civilians. Through their links with whatever civilian organizations they ally with,
peacekeepers should seek to foster greater practical involvement with other civilians.

The ideal of creating mediative space, and thereby space for the expansion of
systems of protection, through the provision of concrete protection-with is a realistic
one, I believe, for military peacekeepers. It is neither too demanding, nor does
it take them too far outside their comfort zone to become the primary mediators or
peacemakers.

That is not to say that it is easy, or will be realistic in all situations. The
accomplishments of Liberian women under very difficult circumstances were
impressive, but there may be some situations in which the violence is so immediate
and overwhelming that protection-from needs to be the first priority. Fortunately,
these situations seem to be rare outside genocides-in-progress and major assaults by
industrialized militaries. Peacekeepers also need to be careful and honest about the
protection they can provide within the limits of their mandate, any restrictive
instructions from their national governments, and their equipment and training.
Spaces that are on the border of zones of control are often the most dangerous for
civilians, and peacekeepers should not encourage civilians to enter them unless they
can be fairly certain of being able to provide effective protection.*®

On a more philosophical level, this approach does require peacekeepers to
embrace the fact that they are now part of the conflict situation, in a way that may
offend against some concepts of impartiality—they must actively try to shape the
political environment, not just the security environment. All I can say to this is that,
regardless of their intentions, they are shaping the political environment no matter
what they do (safe zones are as separating as mediating spaces are joining). Any
concept of impartiality that cannot accept that is unworkable.*”

It does not, however, require moral relativism on the part of peacekeepers. We can
acknowledge the fact that improving the situation for women in Liberia was the right
thing to do (and not just by appealing to legalistic sources, like UN resolutions on
women’s rights). Peacekeepers who create or protect a mediative space between a
women’s rights group and opponents are not sitting back and saying that however the
conflict comes out is fine. The conflict is not an abstract moral one, it is one in which
there is a way in which the women’s groups and others must work together on
something. It may be best to flip perspective and realize that the situation is one in
which less progressive groups need to work with the women and take their concerns
into account.

CONCLUSION

Peacekeepers who do not recognize the presence of organized, directed civil-
ian groups already engaged in self-protection strategies risk disrupting those
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strategies—possibly endangering civilians further, especially in areas where peace-
keepers’ ability to project safety on their own is limited—and depriving themselves of
connections that are resources for protection. But peacekeepers who ally with civilian
groups need to recognize that the connection goes both ways, and they are now part
of savvy civilian strategies to affect the socio-political situation. The activities of
Liberian women show both the ways in which civilians can be quite active on their
own behalf and also savvy about their own socio-political goals and their relationship
to peacekeepers.

These problems can be concealed if we focus on protection of civilians primarily in
the moment when civilians are at immediate risk of violent death or abuse. A broader
perspective reveals that people are protected by social systems that deflect threats,
protect from immediate attack, and mitigate damage. Peacekeepers who recognize
that their protection activities should be seen as the creation of such systems will see
new opportunities and pitfalls for working with civilians, but can also glean much
insight from peace building analysis that may initially seem irrelevant to military
protection of civilians.

The way out of the dilemma of which civilians to work with and how is
through—peacekeepers who embrace the fact that they affect the socio-political
situation by their presence can work with civilians to extend their own work, while
also focusing on making it safe for that work to involve fruitful contact with other
groups, with other agendas. A shift from a focus on protection-from to protection-
with may seem subtle, but opens up far more possibilities for imaginative
connections between peacekeepers and populations they are trying to help.
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NOTES

1.  ‘Protection of civilians’ is the phrase generally used to refer specifically to military protection
from violence, whereas other activities that help civilians remain safe and secure in conflict
zones, notably humanitarian assistance, are termed ‘civilian protection’.
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The quote is from the ‘Brahimi Report’s’ discussion of neutrality/impartiality (Panel on
United Nations Peacekeeping Operations. Report of the Panel on United Nations Peace
Operations. A/55/305 — §/2000/809. United Nations, Aug. 21, 2000, §50).
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Not only were Liberian women not passive, but not all were even civilians. Several Liberian
women, such as Martina Johnson and ‘Black Diamond’, rose to infamy during the wars, and
many less well-known Liberian women also fought. My focus on active female civilians is not
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This is the image most easily conjured by the ‘imminent threat’ language in many UN PKO
protection mandates; the language in the mandate for the UN force in Sierra Leone (S/RES/
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