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The economic local turn in peace and conflict studies: economic peacebuilding 

interventions and the everyday 

 

Birte Vogel1, University of Manchester2  

 

 

This article calls for a better integration of economic and socio-economic 

aspects of peacemaking efforts into critical peace and conflict scholarship and 

can be read as a corrective to the predominance of top-down and state-centric 

lenses in the examination of post-war economic recovery. As of yet, academic 

debates surrounding peace interventions have not adequately integrated the 

economic with the political, in particular at the level of the everyday. Most 

theories in International Relations that engage with the connection between 

economics and politics during and after conflict – as well as the original notions 

of liberal peace – are based on the idea that international trade and market 

liberalisation reduce the chances of war between states. This neglects the sub-

state level, and does not pay attention to the quality of peace that results. 

Considering the shift to intra-state conflicts, this article discusses the 

epistemological consequences of neglecting the economic everyday in conflict-

affected societies and its implications for peacemaking, for both international 

and domestic actors.  Shifting the level of analysis to the sub-state level and 

using an intersectional and inter-disciplinary approach broadens our 

understanding of peace and peacemaking, and how different segments of the 

populations experience them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Birte Vogel (PhD) is a Senior Lecturer in Humanitarianism, Peace and Conflict Studies (2016-) at the 

University of Manchester, and Editor of HCRI Policy Brief Series. Research interests include: socio-

economic dimensions of peace, local agency and micro-dynamics of conflicts. She co-edited 

Economies of Peace: Economy Formation Processes in Conflict-Affected Societies (Routledge, 2019) 

and the Companion to Peace and Conflict Fieldwork (Palgrave 2021) 

 
2 Contact details:  birte.vogel@manchester.ac.uk  

Humanitarian and Conflict Response Institute (HCRI) | University of Manchester 

Ellen Wilkinson Building | University of Manchester | Oxford Road, Manchester, M13 9PL, UK  

 

mailto:birte.vogel@manchester.ac.uk


 2 

Introduction 

Under the umbrella of ‘liberal peacebuilding’ and in an attempt to build lasting and 

sustainable peace at the end of violent conflicts, peace interventions broadly tend to 

address three main areas of interventions: security, the facilitation of democratic 

political structures, and liberal economic reforms. The analysis of these interventions 

(and the interventions themselves) have long focussed on the macro level, with 

international and multinational organisations and states as the main actors (Mac Ginty 

2011, p. 23). Since the end of the Cold War, and the United Nations’ recognition of the 

importance of local solutions though the Agenda for Peace (1992), peacebuilders and 

scholars have critically analysed international peace- and statebuilding interventions 

and their interaction with local communities, national actors and internationally-driven 

reforms (Mac Ginty and Richmond 2013, Paffenholz 2015).  

In particular the critical camp of peace and conflict studies has moved away 

from orthodox top-down analysis and has since seen many “turns” that look at 

alternative actors and non-state factors that impact peacemaking. This occurs at many 

scales from the institutional (Paris 2004, Ignatieff 2003) to civil society (Paffenholz 

and Spurk 2006, Paffenholz 2014) to the local (Lederach 1997, Mac Ginty and 

Richmond 2013). It also encouraged a recent spatial turn (Björkdahl and Buckley-Zistel 

2016, Björkdahl and Kappler 2016, Vogel 2018) as well as increasing feminist 

contributions (McLeod and O’Reilly 2019, Selimovic 2019, Wibben et al. 2019) and 

post-colonial (Sabaratnam 2013, Fontan 2012) interventions into the discipline. All of 

these intellectual agendas focus on the importance of context and diverse actors, and 

provide a more nuanced picture of peace intervention that contributes considerably to 

understandings of peace and the diverse experiences of peace processes.  

Despite Pugh et al.’s (2008) warning that economic dimensions of political and 

social issues in peace interventions should not be left to economists alone, peace and 

conflict scholars have paid less attention to the economic realm in these scholarly shifts. 

This is particularly true for the economic everyday and socio-economic realities in 

conflict affected societies, and how they intersect with peacemaking efforts. This is 

puzzling as questions of livelihoods and economic security are a major concern of 

citizens in societies affected by, or recovering from, conflict and violence. Citizens 

often first talk about problems of their economic everyday when asked about the 
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challenges faced by their countries and communities.3 Yet, most peace research treats 

the economics aspect of peacebuilding and statebuilding as separate from the political 

and social sphere, or as technocratic rather than politically designed interventions, 

something Mac Ginty (2012) criticised the framing of peacebuilding efforts more 

generally for.  

Scholarship on the connection between the economic and the everyday in 

conflict-affected societies has received comparatively less attention than other aspects 

of the local and everyday turns.  It is worth noting that while this article generally 

follows a Lefebvrian understanding of the everyday, Lefebvre (1984, 1988) does not 

separate between the political and the economic everyday. For him, the everyday is 

political, social and economic. It is not made up of parts of a sum, but rather is the sum 

itself. I agree with this understanding and do not intend to make an artificial distinction 

between different aspects of the everyday. However, I use the term “economic everyday” 

here to emphasise the point that the economic is part of people’s everyday lives as much 

as the political or social is, and that it therefore requires sufficient attention in scholarly 

analysis. Thus, this article calls for a better integration of the study of economic and 

socio-economic effects of interventions into critical peace and conflict scholarship, or, 

as Sörensen (2006, p. 319) argues, scholars have to consider that ‘the economic sphere 

cannot be isolated from its political and social context, but that the economy is 

embedded in social relations, informal and formal institutions’ and, as this article adds, 

the everyday. As such, this article has two (connected) objectives: first, on a conceptual 

level, to demonstrate why academic debates have to better integrate the economic 

(everyday) with the political (everyday). Second, that the neglect of this has 

consequences for peace interventions. It attempts to draw attention to why the macro- 

and the micro level do not always connect as current international relations theories, 

neo-classic economic theory and top-down policymaking approaches assume they 

would. This can be read as a corrective to the predominance of top-down and state-

centric lenses in the examination of post-war economic recovery. By shifting our focus 

to the economic everyday the article asks to reappraise our levels of analysis to another 

element of the liberal peace agenda. This is important as it is often at the everyday level 

that people are mobilised, indoctrinated or radicalised. If their everyday life experience 

 
3 Fieldnotes Nicosia, Cyprus, April 2014; fieldnotes Sarajevo and Mostar, BiH March 2017, March 

2018; fieldnotes Kargil, Jammu and Kashmir State, India 2018; fieldnotes Colombo, Sri Lanka, 

February 2019. 
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following the end of violence, peace agreements and reforms is not (materially) 

improved or potentially even decreases, peace offers little incentives to be kept (Vogel 

2022). 

The article opens the debate about the economic everyday in conflict-affected 

societies by outlining different areas of interventions that demonstrate why everyday 

economic and socio-economic dimensions of peacebuilding matter for our 

understanding of peace, or how peacemakers attempt to achieve it. The first section 

outlines definitions of war and peace economies, their contribution to the literature and 

how they link to the analysis of the economic everyday. It then refines the 

conceptualisition of peace economy formation, a framing that allows scholars to 

understand the interplay between formal and informal processes, actors and levels of 

society and how they contribute to changing economic practices in post-conflict 

situations (Distler et al. 2018). To achieve the second objective, it proceeds to discuss 

why we should study macroeconomic (peacebuilding) reforms, economic 

peacebuilding mechanisms such as trade integration, or private sector involvement 

“from below” as well as top-down by outlining some of their consequences in the post-

Yugoslav space, mainly Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH). These examples are not aiming 

to provide an in-depth, ‘thick’ case study but illustrate some of the key dynamics and 

potential areas of interests in the interplay between macro-economic changes and 

everyday consequences. The article concludes that focusing more on economic 

dimensions of peacebuilding, and with pluralist perspectives, would move the field 

beyond a broad-brush criticism of neoliberalism to more nuanced debates about 

economic and social justice in conflict-affected societies that connect to the everyday 

concerns of people living through peacebuilding interventions and transitions.  

 

International Economic Interventions, Peace and Inequality 

Despite the scant attention to the economic everyday, the debate can be situated in an 

already rich literature that connects conflict and economics but often does not extend 

to peace. A first step towards thinking about the importance of economies requires some 

linguistic and conceptual clarity about already existing measures and debates. Most 

prominently, there is the rather stale “greed vs grievance” debate that has discussed the 

economic pull factors of intra-state conflicts. Supported by Collier’s and Hoeffler’s 

(1998, 2004) studies that see economic development as crucial to prevent (re)lapse into 

conflict, international peace interventions consequently attempt to encourage economic 
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growth, international trade, and prosperity in conflict-affected societies (often under the 

heading of the development-security nexus or more recently the humanitarian-

development-peace triple nexus).  

Scholarship also engages with war economies, conflict economies, shadow 

economies, coping economies or informal economies. These concepts are often hard to 

distinguish, temporal and subject to political (re)framing and interpretation. However, 

they are all largely concerned with the political economy of conflicts rather than 

localised economic and socio-economic implications. To make the point: Le Billon 

describes a war economy as “a system of producing, mobilizing and allocating 

resources to sustain the violence." Conflict economies, on the other hand, are usually 

seen as unintentionally creating or sustaining processes that lead to or sustain conflict. 

This has been discussed extensively in the literature on conflict-resource political 

economy focusing on the illicit arms trade, skimming of assets and natural resources, 

blood diamonds, or drugs trafficking (Bøas 2014, Cooper 2001). Here scholars have 

learned valuable lessons about the economic interests in sustaining insecurity and war, 

underlying power dynamics, etc. Yet, these activities are often framed in certain 

temporalities and labelled as “during conflict” or “after conflict”.  It seems more 

appropriate to regard economic activities as a continuum that connects conflict and 

peace particularly at the local and micro-level. Whatever people did the day of a peace 

agreement to earn their livelihoods rarely ceases the day after, even if these activities 

were part of an informal or illegal economy. Many of the above discussed studies have 

underlined this point. 

It is against this backdrop that economic components of international 

interventions are implemented. They come in various forms, and have complex and 

diverse objectives that often it impossible to separate them from political agendas and 

political economy considerations. Some are directly aimed at peacebuilding, others at 

general development or stabilisation. Most works concerned with economic reforms, 

as pointed out above, argue for the need for growth (Duffield 2001) and situate 

themselves – directly or indirectly in the development-security nexus (e.g Peterson 

2014).4 For example, macroeconomic reforms tend to be pro-market reforms; aimed at 

growth and stabilisation rather than peace, but assume that peace will follow. This 

 
4 For a more varied account of how the development-security nexus is instilled with meaning and 

differently experienced see Stern and Öjendal (2010). 
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includes structural adjustment programmes, privatisation, market deregulation, and 

economic integration policies. The key assumption is that growth and development will 

support peace by reducing economic grievances and increasing the opportunity costs of 

conflict. In this context, critical scholars have pointed out how the liberal peace project 

attempts to exercise control and global governance through various economic reforms, 

loan conditionality, and market “corrections” (Duffield 2001, Richmond 2005, Pugh 

2005, Turner and Pugh 2006) – much of which has led to more socio-economic 

inequality rather than less. Pugh’s (2005, p. 36) call to invest into public goods, 

infrastructure, social welfare systems, or public employment to address inequalities and 

structural violence created by new or pre-existing conflict has not found its way into 

policy. Rather, within the ideological frame of neoliberalism “inequality is not a 

political or a moral issue, nor does it lead to conflict, but instead it promotes competition, 

innovation and entrepreneurship” (Richmond 2014, p. 450). Such theoretical positions 

at least partly explain why inequality has long remained a low concern on the liberal 

peace agenda. The Sustainable Development Goals now include objectives that work 

towards equality, however, they focus on driving economic growth rather than 

engaging with more complex questions of (socio-)economic equality. Hence, equality 

is seen purely as a factor in the economic market, and empowerment is focused on the 

economic impact again suggesting a top-down perspective on the matter (see for 

example Cornwall and Rivas 2015). 

In other cases, economic policies are designed to aid peace directly. For instance, 

trade integration projects such as the Line of Control Trade in Kashmir are explicitly 

labelled as confidence building measures between Indian and Pakistani communities in 

the region, and should not only build economic but also social links (Hussain and Sinha 

2016, Bali and Akhtar 2017). Similar approaches can be seen in Cyprus with the Green 

Line Regulation, albeit with very limited success, (Gokcekus et al. 2012, Vogel and 

Pinaud 2022) or interdependence projects between Kosovo/Serbia and within the 

Philippines. These approaches are based on economic theories that emerged from the 

writings of economist Adam Smith.  Smith argued that the greatest source of peace was 

trade and not democracy (Smith, [1776]). Since, economic interdependence has been 

seen as a central pillar for peace and security between states (Babst 1964, Rummel 1979, 

Spiegel 1991, Doyle 1983, 1986, Gartzke 2007) there has been little investigation into 

how it actually plays out in intra-state conflicts, despite its growing use in this context. 

There is good evidence that trade can also advance nationalist agendas (Vogel and Field 
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2020), and therefore it is, from a peacebuilding perspective, more important how trade 

is governed rather that how high trade volumes are or that trade exists in the first place. 

Sanctions, another core instrument in the economic tool box, are designed to 

use economic restrictions and punishment to coerce states or individuals into peaceful 

(or at least non-aggressive) behaviour. The academic literature around sanctions is 

expansive and provides a range of arguments if, or under what conditions, sanctions are 

effective and what their moral justifications are (Hufbauer et al. 1990, Pattison 2018). 

Scholarship on sanctions has shown a better awareness of the adverse humanitarian 

implications on local populations that can follow their implementations; precisely 

because sanctions in part are designed to prevent populations to suffer from the large-

scale consequences of war. These side-effects include research into food-shortage and 

hardship, adverse public health effects or human rights repression of populations as 

observed in several cases such as Haiti, North Korea or Iraq (Weiss 1999, Lopez and 

Cortright 2004, Peksen 2011, Moret 2015). Still, the effects on local populations are 

largely studied as if the ‘local’ is a homogenous group rather than engaging with their 

individual and disaggregated experiences; or how sanctions impact on different groups’ 

perception of peace and conflict or political legitimacy of any actors.  

Other economic projects that are situated in the broader development-security 

nexus aim at transforming war to peace economies to minimise conflict-inducing 

economic incentives. This can include projects such as security sector reforms, resource 

management or alternative livelihood programmes (Peterson 2014). Some have 

primary political goals but also contribute to, or impact on, socio-economic relations. 

What they have in common is that economic reforms and programmes often use, or are 

implemented into, structures that maintain power imbalances and horizontal and 

vertical inequalities, and thus struggle to contribute to sustainable peace without careful 

(re)configuration. Academics and policy makers have little knowledge about who these 

policies marginalise or whether the economic growth these measures induce actually 

reduces inequalities in conflict-affected societies.  

 

Including the everyday as a site of economic analysis in conflict-affected societies 

It is against this backdrop that everyday has become a more prominent side of 

investigation for peace scholars. As Mitchell (2011, p. 1627) argues, “engaging in the 

practices of everyday life leads to a special kind of knowledge, one concerned primarily 

with human needs and their fulfilment.” The everyday is also a site where power, 
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inequality, and social norms as well as also agencies, resistance and the contradictions 

of everyday life are particularly visible (Distler et al. 2018). It highlights local 

manifestations of global processes and can often contradict state portrayed messages of 

progress and development in conflict-affected societies. Peace scholarship usually 

draws on either Lefebvre’s (1984, 1988) or de Certeau’s (2006 [1984]) 

conceptualisations of the everyday.5 While de Certeau focuses on the everyday as a site 

of resistance, Lefebvre is interested in the power dynamics and the everyday as a site 

of reading people’s experiences and community relations.  

Debates about the everyday are not entirely new in International Relations or in 

connection to political economies, feminist scholarship has paved the way for some of 

these debates. In Bananas, Beaches and Bases, Enloe (1990) has already made a range 

of observations about the relationship between the international and the local and how 

“normal”, mundane and routinized acts of the everyday are highly political. Her works 

includes examples connecting individual spending decisions to global processes 

although not necessarily in the context of violent conflict or peacebuilding. Nonetheless, 

it raises questions that are relevant for peace and conflict studies, namely how “global” 

economic peacebuilding efforts relate to the everyday, and how these structures and 

impacts people’s lives. This enables scholars to discuss their implications, potentials 

and pitfalls for peace and peacebuilding. This is connected to feminist scholarship of 

the political economy of the home.  

Yet, despite the shift to the sub-state level, the economic dynamics in conflict-

affected societies– with few exceptions – leaves us with a conceptual and empirical 

lacuna when it comes to the everyday. The most important works of the critical local 

turn pay little attention to the economic dimension of peacebuilding. Likewise, the 

Encyclopaedia for Peace and Conflict Studies currently only contains three out of over 

120 entries that are related to economic peacebuilding and socio-economic justice.6 Yet, 

the economic should be a central pillar of critical debates. Economic reforms are 

implemented in social, historical, relational or socio-economic contexts, and into 

societies that have legacies from before and during the war as Distler et al (2018) argue. 

It is thus time that peace scholarship provides adequate frameworks, concepts and an 

evidence base that engages with everyday economic issues of peacebuilding that 

 
5 For a comprehensive discussion on the everyday in International Relations and international 

interventions see Mitchell (2011). 
6 As of December 2020 
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recognise both the local context and the international environment and political 

economy interests. 

So far, we know little about how these economic reforms and policies – often 

despite positive growth rates – impact on conflict dynamics, pre-existing inequalities, 

the legitimacy of the state and how they intersect with other parts of the peacebuilding 

agenda on the local level.  There is a particular gap when it comes to the impact on 

people’s economic experience of peacebuilding interventions and policies. While Pugh 

et al. in 2008 have asked a range of critical questions - including “whose peace” is 

actually built through economic reforms under the umbrella of liberal peace - there have 

been few answers so far. Two recent special issues have started to contribute more 

nuanced answers: Jennings and Bøas (2015) Service, Sex, and Security: Everyday Life 

in the Peacekeeping Economy and Distler et al (2018) collections on Economies of 

peace: Economy formation processes and outcomes in conflict-affected societies. Both 

issues shift the focus of analysis to the economic everyday, and how new economic 

realities emerge as the direct or indirect result of peacekeeping missions and 

peacebuilding efforts. 

A useful lens through which scholars can engage with these processes is peace 

economy formation. Peace economy formation is a normative frame of analysis, aiming 

at social and economic justice, and connecting to the aspiration of positive peace. 

Similar to peace formation, which Richmond (2013, p. 271) defines as “the interaction 

of processes of state formation, liberal peacebuilding and statebuilding and localized 

practices of peacemaking”, peace economy formation is driven by the interplay of 

multiple stakeholders and processes. We thus cannot think of economic reforms as 

linear processes that will be translated to similar outcomes across conflict-affected 

societies. Instead, Distler et al. (2018, p. 139) define peace economy formation as a 

“multifaceted phenomenon, including both formal and informal processes that occur in 

the post-conflict period and contribute to the introduction, adjustment or abolition of 

economic practices, institutions and rules that inform the transformation of the socio-

economic fabric of the society”. To that end, it is vital to see the economic aspects of 

peacebuilding in their historical, political, social and cultural context to understand the 

outcomes and how they relate to the everyday, contribute to peace or breed new 

inequalities. In particular a historic perspective is important, as scholars often assume 

that economic peacebuilding measures and economic post-conflict reconstruction did 

not succeed in reducing socio-economic inequalities. However, there is evidence that 
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inequality, measured through the gini-coefficient increased in several countries with 

the end of the war (Vogel 2022) which suggests that some measures might not only fail 

to tackle existing inequalities but worsens them, 

In contrast to the more static ideas of war and conflict economies, peace 

economy formation focuses on an ongoing process of transformation similar to 

peacebuilding. It needs to be dynamic, responsive to the local context and has no fix 

end point. Peace economy formation has an interest in how changing economic and 

socio-economic configurations after the end of organised armed violence or political 

settlements, influence the type of peace that emerges. It requires shifting the focus from 

conflict to peace while keeping the socio-economic legacies and economic activities in 

mind. The literature has discussed a range of activities to transform war economies to 

peace economies.7 Typically, however, definitions of peace economies tend to share an 

understanding of Galtung’s (1969) notion of peace as negative peace, defined largely 

as the absence of violent conflict. This is in contrast to a more ambitious project of an 

emancipatory and just peace the critical school of peace and conflict studies advocates 

for (e.g. Richmond 2005, 2012, Mac Ginty 2011, Kappler 2015). A more ambitious 

definition is provided by Brauer and Caruso (2015, pp. 151-152), who state that a peace 

economy should be concerned with ‘the economic study and design of political, 

economic and cultural institutions, their interrelations, and their policies to prevent, 

mitigate, or resolve any type of latent or actual violence or other destructive conflict 

within and between societies’. Following their argument, economic reforms in post-

conflict contexts should be aiming at building (positive) peace economies, rather than 

just implementing liberal peace agenda, and push for pro-market reforms in the hope 

that a free market will enable an equilibrium that pleases all economic agents. Currently, 

there are a range of economic obstacles related to the everyday in conflict-affected 

societies that impact on peace such as land rights (Menzel 2015, Millar 2016), housing 

and geographical segregation (Lemay-Hébert 2018, Thomas and Vogel 2018) or 

employment and workers’ rights (Pugh 2018) to name just a few. In many of these cases, 

the studies show that market liberalisation and new economic policies, at least in parts, 

have been conflict inducing rather than working towards a positive peace. 

Another point that stems from the above is how unsuccessful economic reforms 

at the level of the everyday can impact on the perception of peacebuilding actors in the 

 
7 For a good overview of these activities see, 2014, chapter two. 
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eyes of citizens. The lack of integration between the economic, social and political 

dimensions of peacebuilding leads to a broader legitimacy crisis of all actors involved 

in peacemaking efforts as seen in BiH or Sri Lanka. While macro-economic reforms 

may be implemented simultaneously in time and space as other peacebuilding 

processes, and as suggested also often with a view to support a sustainable peace 

processes, they are not usually carried out by the same actors.8 This connects to already 

well-known and researched coordination issues between different international 

agencies sometimes working at cross-purposes as demonstrated in many case studies 

(eg Choedon 2010 for the case of Kosovo). However, as Paris (2009) points out it might 

not only reveal a lack of coordination but a larger disagreement about the interventions’ 

goals or how to best achieve them. The different interests and areas of intervention of 

actors (eg IMF/ World Bank vs UNDP or EU trade regulations) means that the 

economic is institutionally siloed from other parts of peacemaking efforts. The results 

become visible at the level of the everyday but might not fall into the remit of actors 

designing them. 

 

Tracing the disconnect between macroeconomic reforms and the (economic) everyday  

Following the conceptual points above, this section provides insights on how economic 

reforms have impacted the (economic) everyday, and local understandings of peace and 

conflict. As stated, economic approaches have been predominantly concerned with the 

deregulation, privatisation and integration of markets in the global economy and the 

adjustment of economic policies to stimulate macro-economic growth; not to address 

its everyday consequences. Prominent examples of such modifications are the EU’s 

enlargement and integration policies or IMF conditionalities. They are presented as 

structural, apolitical and without alternative in particular when it comes integrating 

former communist or post-war states. The facilitation of economic development and 

interdependence is framed as a bureaucratic exercise that enables actors to take rational 

decisions that are favourable for growth; and by extension to peace (Mac Ginty 2012). 

On the ground, from former Yugoslav countries to Afghanistan or Iraq, international 

economic intervention has often been the fuel for conflict rather than a source of peace 

(eg. Pugh 2005, 2008, 2018).  

 
8 My thanks to the reviewer for making this point. 
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A case in point highlighting the tensions between macro-economic reforms and 

local realities is BiH. Since the end of the war 1995, the country has seen liberal 

peacebuilding “in action”. BiH experienced intense intervention into the country’s 

political and economic setup. The external Office of the High Representative (OHR) 

effectively assumed executive powers in the years after the war which, in theory, should 

have enabled a comprehensive response that integrated rather than siloed political and 

economic peacebuilding efforts. Combined with the shift from a planned socialist 

economy with significant self-management of workers to a market economy, the 

economic system pre- and post-war has been significantly different. Many reforms have 

not had the intended positive effect to revive the economy but predominantly caused 

experiences of austerity and separation on the community level.  

Yet, economic growth in BiH remains low 9, and statistics show 55.5% of youth 

unemployment (World Bank 2018), leading to many young people migrating in the 

search for economic opportunities. This is adding issues of brain-drain and separation 

of families10 to the already struggling country. In 2014, the overall frustration with the 

economic situation led to widespread protest for a socially more equal and inclusive 

reform agenda criticising the lack of any comprehensive plan for the country’s socio-

economic recovery. 11 The protestors in several Bosnian cities raised concerns about 

socio-economic inequality, rising poverty levels, a lack of employment opportunities, 

or what Kurtović (2015, p. 639) called a “sense of futurelessness”. Many citizens blame 

the international peacebuilding reforms that allowed the establishment of a system that 

is easily exploited by national elites and politicians (Líden et al 2016, p. 290). The 

poorly handled privatisation of state companies, or the austerity measures resulting 

from International Monetary Fund loans in combination with a now hardly existing 

welfare state directly impacted on peoples living conditions. 

At the same time, national and international priorities are seen as out of touch 

with local realities and needs. For instance, the government extensively invested into 

road infrastructure, in particular highways, to connect major cities, with the vision of 

creating a Balkan Route equipped for logistics to attract foreign investment.12 However, 

 
9 Based on the GDP, which is traditionally defined as the market value of all final goods and services 

from a nation in a given year. 
10 At the same time, many families rely on remittances send back by those who have left the country.  
11BiH has witnessed large scale protests in 2014 about the generally bad economic situation that has led 

to a new economic reform agenda known as the (UK-German) though it was largely driven by the local 

protests and eventually mainstreamed. 
12 Confidential Source, EU Delegation to BiH, 26 March 2018, Sarajevo. 
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the highways remain mainly empty.13 Instead, citizens feel the lack of investment in 

local and regional roads that connect their homes to work, neighbourhoods, and 

hospitals therefore could improve their daily commutes and routines. 14  Further, to 

finance this investment fuel prices were slightly increased which meant for some, 

especially those already living on the poverty line, that going to and from work no 

longer proved economically viable. The European Commission (2014) itself recognised 

that citizen-led protests underlined the fragility of the socio-economic situation 

affirming the link between fragile peace and economic reforms in BiH. This fragility is 

not least based on people’s experience of (economic) uncertainty in their daily lives.  

This shows that the formation of new economic systems connects on a range of 

already known issues in post-conflict situations, but scholars currently do not always 

make the connection between them. Inequality is one of the obvious areas emerging 

from the literature, but the implications go much further. For example, the economic 

reforms in BiH should be connected to scholarly debates of state legitimacy and 

peace.15 Legitimacy of the state – and peace operations – has often been quoted as key 

to the success of peacemaking efforts (for example in the Capstone Doctrine; UN  

2008). In this vein, state investment into public goods and welfare has been quoted as 

one source of government legitimacy (Taydas and Peksen 2012). The economic 

everyday, however, is also one of multiple sites of legitimacy that constitute state 

legitimacy after conflict and ignoring it limits our understanding of how new social 

contracts emerge in conflict affected societies. Its source goes far beyond the idea of 

providing public goods and services to citizens. Likewise, new economic systems have 

to connect to experiences of the past, or at least take them into account. As seen in the 

transition from many communist planned economies to market democracies after the 

Yugoslav wars, people in countries such as Kosovo, Macedonia or Bosnia and 

Herzegovina disagreed how privatisation agendas were enforced or how limited labour 

rights and social welfare changed their communities (Peterson 2014, Ramović 2018, 

Stavrevska 2021). These transitions had profound impacts on people’s everyday life 

and the way society, work, and community have been organised and experienced 

(Ramović 2018, Stavrevska 2018), but also how the state or the international 

 
13 Field observation, March 2017; 2018, highway Sarajevo to Mostar. 
14 Confidential Source, NGO1fight1city, 27 March 2018, Sarajevo. 
15 Such an understanding goes beyond the more limited ideas of legitimacy connected to the state as 

suggested by Weber or Hegel. 
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community are seen. That goes far beyond the material question of social-economic 

inequalities and legitimacy alone (Richmond 2014) but of course connects to them. The 

everyday experience of austerity, economic hardship, and questions about their 

livelihoods led to the biggest protests the BiH has seen since the end of the war. It 

revoked resistance, but briefly enabled a citizenship identity that transcended ethnic 

boundaries and united people to protest against a common problem across identity lines 

(Lai 2020). Looking back to the beginning of the Arab uprisings, the catalyst events 

that brought political change to a range of North African countries was the self-

immolation of a street vendor who again protested against economic hardship, poor 

living conditions, and corruption (Kallio and Häkli 2017). His experience of the 

economic everyday resonated with so many others in the region that it sparked protests, 

first locally, and then regionally against political regimes that were no longer seen as 

legitimate. 

 

Concluding debate: Connecting economic interventions to the local turn 

Various elements of the economy formation process, such as macroeconomic reforms 

and economic peacebuilding initiatives, connect to, and impact on, everyday local 

conflict dynamics and experiences of “peace”. There are two main conclusions 

following from the above discussion. First, economic interventions impact directly on 

a range of issues that critical peace and conflict scholarship has already been discussing, 

but without making these connections clear or foregrounding the economic component. 

Thus, critical scholars should embrace economic processes as an area of inquiry for 

social scientists and “not leave it to the economists” (Pugh et al. 2008). Second, to do 

so, there is a need for greater methodological diversity to capture and study local 

economic realities. This requires new approaches and also concepts on how we study 

economic and socio-economic issues in conflict-affected societies.  

On the first point: A broadened research agenda would challenge the current 

focus in scholarship and practice that connects (implicitly or directly) economic 

peacebuilding to neo-classical economic theories, and evaluates it through the same 

framework. Macro-economic policies aiming at conflict resolution and peacebuilding 

assume they can alter micro-economic behaviour in intra-state conflicts. However, as 

argued, macro-economic adjustments are not bound to stimulate positive social change 

through consumption or spending behaviour in conflict-affected societies. Yet 



 15 

economic realities shape relationships between people. Scholarship recognises this in 

debates about the economic reasons for conflict and interests to sustain war economies, 

but not in relation to peace and peacebuilding. Including a focus on the economic 

everyday would mean to open up economic interventions and their analysis to new and 

pluralist knowledges. This would challenge “economism”; a process that produces a 

perspective in which politics is unable and unqualified to check on economics (Pugh et 

al 2008, p. 2, Ashley 1983). If politics and political science are not seen to be qualified 

to comment on economic processes, how can non-traditional knowledges and local 

voices find a space in the discourse? The “a priori economic geology” (Pugh et al 2008, 

p. 2), that is presented in the works of Kenneth Waltz and Francis Fukuyama, assumes 

that the economic system is immune to political shaping, and therefore there is little 

point in conducting political analysis, has finally been seriously challenged in the post-

financial crash environment. The discipline of economics itself has recently started to 

open to more pluralist perspectives in response to its inability to explain the 2009 crash 

(see for a good overview of different economic perspectives Fischer et al. 2017). The 

ongoing local turn in peace and conflict studies managed to bring new perspectives into 

orthodox IR, and therefore can also serve a platform to deviate from a central focus on 

economic theory. 

 Beyond embracing new areas of analysis, this also means engaging with new 

actors, and understanding how they engage with economic changes. While the local 

turn advocates for the inclusion of multiple stakeholders in both scholarship and 

practice, private sector actors have received less attention, despite the sector’s central 

role in trade and economic growth.16 However, the reality has long changed: policy 

makers and development agencies are seeking new partnerships with the private sector 

beyond corporate social responsibility debates. According to Miklian and Schouten 

(2019, p. 2) “€7 trillion in investments has been benchmarked to corporate progress on 

peace and development through the SDGs and Goal 16”. Here, debates have to go 

beyond corporate social responsibility (CSR) as a form of philanthropy in crisis 

situations and towards a focus on investigating how (ir)responsible business conduct 

impacts on the everyday and conflict dynamics.  

 
16 For notable exceptions see Oetzel and Miklian (2017), Schouten and Milkian (2018) or their recent 

special issue Bringing Business and Peace up to the Mainstream – and Down to the Local (2019).  
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Second, to scrutinise how economic policies impact on peace and the everyday, 

questions need to be approached from a multitude of perspectives and methodologies. 

Scholars from diverse backgrounds can, and should, contribute to how we think about 

and understand economic reforms and policies in conflict-affected societies as the 

formation of economic systems, welfare and economic policies has significant and 

lasting impacts on the peace that can be achieved, as well as questions of sustainability, 

equality and so forth. This should of course include economists and quantitative 

methodologies17. However, there is plenty of room to explore questions emerging from 

quantitative models that leave space for critical and post-structural theory, postcolonial 

and feminist scholarship, and interdisciplinarity, as well as a range of alternative 

qualitative methods including economic ethnography, and mixed-methods approaches 

to fully understand the economic dimensions of peace interventions. Likewise, Millar 

(2020) recently encouraged peace and conflict studies scholars to cooperate with 

economic anthropologists in order to study economic realities in conflict settings from 

below. He invites them to contribute both methodologically and theoretically to the 

study peace and conflict. All of the above can inform and enrich the local turn in the 

field and not be separate from it. In particular feminist economics, ecological 

economics, and behavioural economics perspectives allow for a meaningful discussion 

with eace and Conflict Studies scholars, and are more likely to reduce ontological and 

epistemological barriers between the disciplines of IR/ Politics and Economics. This is 

an enormous step towards rethinking economics and integrating it more with political 

processes, real world events, and eventually the everyday. 

In this vein, it is important that the analysis deploys an intersectional approach 

in order to draw attention to the hierarchies present in the market and the economy and 

with that, in the everyday. If we follow my earlier argument, that economies are neither 

apolitical or ahistorical, we also have to make the argument that economic reforms and 

their socio-economic implications are gendered and highly influenced by ethnicity, 

class, race, and/or sexuality (Bergeron et al. 2017, Stavrevska 2018). Likewise, it is 

apparent that market spaces and the socialising that takes place there are not equally 

open to all genders (Tschunkert 2021). The relationships that are formed and 

transformed in such spaces are subject to a range of identity makers. As such it is 

important to connect debates about peace economy formations and the economic 
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everyday to feminist interventions and intersectional approaches (Wibben et al. 2019, 

O’Driscoll 2019) from the outset to capture the diverse impacts of the economy 

formation process on different segments of society. Building the everyday economic 

analysis into new studies, alongside an intersectional approach, will considerably 

improve our understanding of the economic everyday and how it relates to peacemaking 

efforts. It would allow for empirical analysis of everyday economics and how it 

interacts with local, national, and international political processes in a nuanced way. 

The various “turns” in peace and conflict studies remain incomplete without a focus on 

the economic and socio-economic elements of the everyday consequences of economic 

interventions in the name of peace.  
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