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Abstract 

During the past few years, the concept of resilience has entered the field of peace and conflict 

research, and is now being used by academics as well as practitioners of peacebuilding. 

However, as has been the case in other social sciences earlier, the use of the concept draws 

more upon engineering resilience than ecological resilience, thereby failing to appreciate the 

broader implications of resilience thinking, including such central notions as threshold effects 

and adaptive cycles. This limits the usefulness of resilience both as a tool of analysis and as a 

guide for policy making.  

 

The current academic debate on peacebuilding is largely focused on critique of what has 

become known as “the liberal peacebuilding paradigm,” which, briefly, aims at turning war-

torn states into liberal democracies. Critics argue that this has led to templet-style peace 

implementation, more concerned with stable institutions than with viable relations or 

processes, and they call for more inclusive and contextualized ambitions.  

 

Resilience is now making its way into those ambitions. So far, however, the use of the 

concept in the context of peacebuilding has primarily concerned the everyday lives of people 

affected by conflict, the argument being that it is their capacity to bounce back from 

challenges and setbacks that needs strengthening. In other words, it is once again taking the 

form of engineering resilience. While the everyday lives of people is certainly important for 

long-term peace, the wider implications of resilience thinking are not yet appreciated within 

peace and conflict studies, where they could, I believe, be very relevant and useful.  

 

In this paper, I therefore develop resilience thinking for a peacebuilding context by discussing 

the notions of expecting change rather than stability, of understanding social development in 

terms of adaptive cycles, and of relating resilience to thresholds between alternative regimes 

rather than to return to a global equilibrium. With the help of empirical examples, I illustrate 

how various analytical tools of resilience thinking can be understood and employed in the 

analysis and development of peace and peacebuilding, both in the short and the long term. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Since the end of the Cold War and the loosening up of great power rivalry, the international 

community has increased its attention to and involvement in peacekeeping and peacebuilding. 

Over the past quarter century, the United Nations have launched around 50 peace operations 

in more than 30 countries across the globe, from Croatia to Timor Leste, from Angola to El 

Salvador.  

 

An important feature of this development has been the standardization of peacebuilding, the 

formulation of a comprehensive plan to be implemented as far as possible in every post-war 

society. This standardized type of peacebuilding is usually referred to as the liberal 

peacebuilding paradigm, because it is based on the assumption that long-term peace and 

security is best served by the introduction of liberal market democracy. Within this paradigm, 

local actors, history, and traditions are taken into account mainly in terms of means of 

implementation, but the overall aims of peacebuilding remain largely the same in each case. 

 

In peace and conflict studies, the absence of direct violence (armed conflict, physical 

violence) is often referred to as negative peace and the absence of structural violence 

(oppression, discrimination, inequality) as positive peace (Galtung 1969b, 183). Liberal 

peacebuilding emphasizes security and stability, and is therefore much closer to negative 

peace than to positive peace. An often used example is the tripartite presidency of Bosnia-

Herzegovina set up through the Dayton Agreement of 1995, with voters in the (Bosniak and 

Croat) dominated Federation voting for the Bosniak and Croat representatives on the 

presidency, and voters in the (Serb dominated) Republika Srpska voting for the Serb 

representative. The consequence is that election results, even twenty years after the end of the 

war, closely resemble the latest census. The understanding of peace as stability is not new, 

however. Several decades ago it led to the National Pact in Lebanon, which has come to 

perpetuate the country’s political fragmentation, and it justified permanent membership and 

veto rights for five states on the United Nations Security Council, which today prevents the 

organization from adapting to changing global politics.   

 

Critical approaches to peacebuilding argue that the liberal peacebuilding formula has 

developed into a “liberal blueprint2 for peace” (Richmond 2009, 562) insensitive to context, 

and resulted in “template-style peace implementation” (Mac Ginty 2006, 7). Liberal 

peacebuilding is considered closer to state building (the establishment of formal institutions) 

than peacebuilding (aiming to understand context and integrate local culture and decision 

making, and engaging with the everyday lives of people).  This way, according to Richmond 

(2010, 24-25), “liberal peacebuilding has been turned into a system of governance rather than 

a process of reconciliation.” Jabri (2010, 54), in the same volume, argues that security is “the 

ultimate imperative of the liberal peace project.”  

 

Mac Ginty (2006) explicitly discusses the gap between “aspirational notions” and “the 

practical operationalisation” of peace, and regrets that the consideration of what is feasible 

tempers the utopian conceptualizations of peace. He concludes that “peace demands utopian 

and lateral thinking,” and defines peace as the facilitation of non-exploitative, sustainable and 

inclusive social relationships free from direct and indirect violence and the threat of such 

violence (Mac Ginty 2006, 24). 

                                                      
2 The word blueprint is used as a synonym of plan, and the essence of the critique is that peace structure that can 

be built according to a fixed plan, but a process which must continually evolve through dialogue. However, 

because basically the same liberal blueprint for peace is used in every context, the term, originally referring to a 

reproduction technique, is especially fitting. 
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However, most post-war situations are somewhere in between, and peace researchers are 

currently debating both how to understand these situations and what to call them. All states of 

war are not alike, and all states of peace are not alike, and so the in-between—which is also 

not similar to all cases—cannot be fruitfully conceived of as a singular dimension between 

two opposites. So, how, on what basis, do we argue that one in-between situation is closer to a 

state of peace than another? Or phrased more concretely, in the immediate to medium-term, 

what aspects of a post-war situation need addressing in order to both maintain what aspects of 

(negative) peace are already achieved and support the further development of that situation 

toward a state of (positive) peace? 

 

An understanding of the peace-in-between is not only of analytical interest. Because peace 

operations are continually being evaluated, and should be evaluated, there is also a need for a 

conceptualization of peace which goes beyond the traditional dichotomy of negative vs. 

positive peace, and which can serve as a basis for an evaluation of whether a peace operation 

is on the right track. As expressed by Themnér and Ohlson (2014, 62), there is a need for “a 

conceptualization of peace which is more demanding than the mere absence of war, but more 

attainable, in the midterm, than uprooting structural forms of violence.” Even if we believe 

that it takes decades for a post-war society to reach a self-sustaining peaceful regime, it would 

be very unfortunate if we defined peace in such a way as to prevent any judgment of the 

effects of peacebuilding until one or two generations after the end of the war. Consider, for 

example, Richmond’s (2010, 24) finding that of 18 attempts at democratization since the end 

of the Cold War, 13 had suffered some form of authoritarian regime within 15 years. While 

this set of cases is somewhat questionable, labelling all cases that do not meet high 

expectations as failures, and not distinguishing between them, leaves us with little to learn 

from those experiences. 

 

Over the past several years, the concept of resilience has entered the vocabulary of policy 

makers and practitioners in peacebuilding and related fields, such as development and crisis 

management, and it is now also being picked up in by peace and conflict research. However, 

the potential implications of resilience for these fields remain unclear. First of all, as noted by 

Chandler (2014, 3), the use of a popular concept does not necessarily imply that practice is 

informed by the concept:  

The key aspects that define resilience approaches to policy-making are 

methodological assumptions about the nature of the world, the complex 

problem of governance, and the policy processes suitable to governing this 

complexity. It is thus quite possible to chart a rise in resilience-thinking as a 

governing rationality without mentioning the word “resilience” and, 

equally, to see the word “resilience” crop up many times in a policy paper 

without this being evidence that a clear conceptualisation of resilience 

forms the basis of understanding.  

Second, and the focus of the present paper, there are (at least) two different ways of 

conceptualizing resilience. “Engineering resilience” refers to the ability to bounce back after 

crisis and trauma, and is pretty much in line with the liberal peacebuilding paradigm and its 

primary focus on stability and security. This is the version most readily picked up by 

researchers and policy makers. Conversely, “ecological resilience” is about the ability to 

adapt to foreseen and unforeseen change, an ability that tends to be undermined by increasing 

stability and efficiency. This version of resilience is more holistic, and has more challenging 

implications for peace and conflict studies, particularly for liberal peacebuilding. 
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Engineering resilience, the ability to bounce back from crisis or trauma, is about returning to 

the pre-crisis state or situation—it is about returning to normal, to a “global equilibrium.”3 A 

resilient steering system in an airplane has a back-up system allowing the plane to be landed 

safely even when the primary steering system fails; a resilient forest can be hit by a pest, but 

limit the spread of the outbreak and continue to grow; a resilient person can lose a loved one 

and get back on their feet again.  

 

In other instances, however, there is no normal. This is particularly true for adaptive systems, 

which can exist in different states with intra-system feedbacks strengthening and perpetuating 

the particular state that they are in right now. Ecological and social-ecological systems are 

examples of adaptive systems, and ecological resilience is based on the assumption of 

multiple equilibria. A lake, for example, may exist in a clear state but also in a turbid state, 

both of which may be resilient through self-reinforcing feedbacks among system components. 

This paper is based on the premise that that social systems can be understood in the same 

way: they may exist in peaceful states as well as in violent states, both of which may be 

resilient through self-reinforcing feedbacks among system components. A corollary of this is 

that whereas engineering resilience is a positive system characteristic in its own right, 

ecological resilience is not. Instead, from an ecological resilience perspective, “[r]esilience 

can be the enemy of adaptive change.” (Holling & Gunderson 2002, 31-32) 

 

 
A. Engineering resilience (r). 

 

 
B. Ecological resilience (R). 

 

Figure 1: Engineering vs. ecological resilience (cf. Gunderson 2003, 35). The ball represents 

the system, and the basins represents the equilibria. 

 

In their acclaimed book Resilience Thinking, Walker & Salt (2006, xiii) define resilience as 

“the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and still retain its basic function and 

structure.” For engineering resilience this capacity is conceived of as the time it takes to get 

back to normal. Conversely, the ecological resilience of a system represents the amount of 

                                                      
3 Equilibrium refers here not to a stable state where nothing changes, but to a situation where the feedbacks of 

the system reinforce each other, so that it maintains basically the same components and functions. 
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disturbance the system is capable of absorbing before crossing a threshold into an alternative 

state, with other self-reinforcing feedbacks among system components (see Figure 1). 

Theories about resilience and adaptive systems have been employed by social science for 

some time. However, Low et al (2003, 103) note that despite the fact that social systems are 

more adaptive than most – because in addition to other characteristics of complex systems, 

social systems also involve learning and innovation—social science has traditionally drawn 

more on non-adaptive physical analogies to understand the behaviour of complex systems, 

than on adaptive analogies from biology and ecology.  

 

This is now happening again as resilience is picked up by research and policy on 

peacebuilding. Resilience is perceived as an interesting concept that might be useful in 

building stability and security in fragile, post-war societies. This is no surprise. If working 

with resilience can help us become better at doing what we are already trying to do, then 

that’s how we will want to use it. Resilience in peacebuilding and development is therefore 

understood as the ability to bounce back to normal as quickly as possible, in other words, as 

engineering resilience. I argue that in the context of social systems, where peacebuilding in 

post-war societies belong, engineering resilience is a very narrow sense of resilience. 

Conversely, ecological resilience offers alternative ways of understanding central issues of 

peace and conflict, in theory and in practice.  

 

2 ADAPTIVE CYCLE THEORY 

The adaptive cycle (described by Holling & Gunderson 2002, 32-49) consists of four phases: 

exploitation (r), conservation (K), release (ω), and reorganization (α). As the system passes 

through these phases, it experiences change along three dimensions: first, the degree of 

connectedness between the system’s components, second, the potential of the system, in terms 

of availability of resources, and third, the resilience of the system.  

For an ecological example, think of the long-term dynamics of a forest. 

Slow succession allows it to develop from pioneer species (r) to climax 

phase with large trees and well-adapted undergrowth species (K) until a 

major disturbance such as fire or pest (ω) destroys it. (…) Eventually, the 

disturbance releases accumulated nutrients, allows light to reach the bottom, 

and triggers a phase of reorganization into the start of a new cycle (α). 

(Scheffer 2009, 76) 

The forward loop is about growth and accumulation, it is characterized by increasing 

predictability, and is usually of longer duration than the back loop, which is often a short, 

unpredictable time for invention and restructuring. Resilience is at its strongest during the 

change from reorganization to exploitation, and then decreases as the conservation phase 

becomes more rigid, before expanding again during the back loop. The result is episodic 

upheaval and change. 
 

Adaptive cycle theory is obviously relevant to ecological systems, but can it also be useful for 

understanding social systems? Yes. In fact, it was originally formulated by Schumpeter to 

describe the cyclical fluctuations he observed in market economies. He argued that the 

“process of Creative Destruction is the essential fact about capitalism.” (Schumpeter 1950, 

83) He went on: 

Those revolutions [of the economic structure from within] are not strictly 

incessant; they occur in discrete rushes which are separated from each other 

by spans of comparative quiet. The process as a whole works incessantly 
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however, in the sense that there always is either revolution or absorption of 

the results of revolution, both together forming what are known as business 

cycles. (Schumpeter 1950, 83)  

The implication of this is not that all systems continuously break down. Some systems 

manage to stay in the exploitation phase for a long time, and rather than becoming more and 

more efficient and rigid, they retain a certain level of redundancy and resilience. They do this 

by allowing smaller-scale disturbance to take place. For example, by allowing smaller fires to 

reduce the outtake of timber from time to time, the devastating disaster of the major forest fire 

may be prevented or moderated.  

 

This notion of different adaptive systems being nested to each other across scales, in time and 

in space, is referred to as “panarchy.” 4 A critical change in one cycle can cascade through the 

“revolt” connection up to a larger and slower cycle, inducing change there too; conversely, 

through the “remember” connection, the accumulated potential in one cycle moderates the 

renewal phase of a smaller and faster cycle. “The panarchy is therefore both creative and 

conservative through the dynamic balance between change and memory, and between 

disturbance and diversity.” (Berkes, Colding and Folke 2003, 19) 

 

From this perspective, regular democratic elections can be seen as a safety vent for 

democratic societies.  

Modern democratic societies [- - -] have invented ways to diffuse large 

episodes of creative destruction by creating smaller cycles of renewal and 

change through periodic political elections. So long as there is a literate and 

attentive citizenry, that invention demonstrates that the painful lessons from 

episodic collapses of whole societal panarchies might be transferred to 

faster learning at smaller scales. (Holling, Gunderson & Peterson 2002, 95) 

It should be noted that a resilient system is not the same as an efficient system (and this goes 

for both engineering and ecological resilience). On the contrary, system optimization tends to 

decrease resilience. For example, the short-term suppression of forest fires to ensure high 

timber output may lead to the accumulation of fuel for larger fires at a later time (Anderies, 

Janssen & Ostrom 2004; Folke, Colding & Berkes 2003). Relatedly, the market economic 

mantra of reducing fixed costs may induce manufacturers to minimize storage costs by having 

materials delivered just when they are needed, making them highly vulnerable to supply 

shortages (Walker & Salt 2006). 

 

A system that moves from one stable state to another crosses a threshold. Accepting the 

possibility of alternative stable states therefore require us to be concerned with threshold 

effects. Threshold effects occur in non-linear relationships when a cause (or condition, or 

independent variable) goes beyond a certain level, resulting in a jump in the effect (or 

outcome, or dependent variable). Some threshold effects are reversible, which means that 

when the cause goes back below the threshold, the effect also jumps back. An example is the 

electoral thresholds used in many countries. 

 

                                                      
4 Panarchy is the title of the seminal work on adaptive cycles in social–ecological systems, by Gunderson and 

Holling (2002). The term seeks to combine the image of unpredictable change (depicted by Pan, the Greek god 

of the wild), with the notion of hierarchies across scales. 
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More relevant in the context of ecological resilience, however, are non-reversible thresholds. 

If a threshold effect is non-reversible, once the threshold is passed it does not help to adjust 

the cause back to a previous value. Instead, in order to reverse the effect, a substantially larger 

change is needed in the cause; indeed, changing the value of the cause may be futile. For 

example, if you sit in a canoe and slowly lean to one side, the canoe will remain stable for 

some time, but once you lean that final inch, it turns over and you find yourself under water. 

Simply leaning back one inch (or even ten inches) will not set the canoe straight again. 

Threshold effects are not new to peace research. According to Kaufmann (1996), the solution 

to ethnic civil wars are unrelated to their causes. The war itself inevitably destroys any trust 

that may have existed between different groups before the war, meaning that there is no going 

back to the pre-war situation. Expressed in “resilience terminology” the argument is that once 

the threshold of war has been passed, this has such devastating effects on the attitude of ethnic 

groups toward each other, meaning that ending the war (i.e. crossing the threshold in the 

opposite direction) will not be enough to bring about a reversal of the effects of the initial 

crossing of the threshold.  

 

 Resilience can be either specified or general. Specified resilience refers to the resilience of 

specific parts of a system to specific disturbance. Assessing specified resilience, therefore, 

means identifying “known and possible thresholds between alternate states (or regimes) the 

system can be in” (Walker & Salt 2012, 68). General resilience, in contrast, is “the capacity of 

a system that allows it to absorb disturbances of all kinds, including novel, unforeseen ones, 

so that all parts of the system keep functioning as they were” (Walker and Salt 2012, 90). I 

will discuss both in the next section. 

 

3 RESILIENCE THINKING FOR PEACEBUILDERS 

In order to apply resilience thinking to peacebuilding, we therefore need to conceive of the 

peaceful, non-violent society as an adaptive system. To do that, I’m going to turn to the peace 

triangle, Höglund and Söderberg Kovacs’s take of the conflict triangle as a basis for 

understanding different kinds of peace beyond the absence of war (Höglund & Söderberg 

Kovacs 2010). In the original conflict triangle (see Figure 2), the three corners represent 

attitudes, behaviour and conflict (or incompatibility, or issue of contention), and the idea is 

that hostile attitudes, conflictual behaviour and disagreement over salient issues tend to 

reinforce each other. Attempts at ending violent conflict can aim at any one or more of the 

three corners or the triangle, or components of the system.  

 

Galtung (“the father of peace research”) distinguished between on the one hand conflict as 

such (incompatibility between goal states) and on the other hand the consequences of conflict, 

namely conflict attitudes and conflict behaviour. (Galtung 1969a, 13) His point was that these 

consequences—and particularly the form they take—are not logical necessities of conflict, but 

should be understood as “an empirical consequence with heavy cultural components” (13-14). 

This means that attitudes and behaviour are not mere aspects of an underlying conflict, but 

components in a conflict system. Galtung arranged them in the Conflict Triangle (Figure 2), 

and commented that “[t]he important thing about this triangle is that it permits us to analyse 

patterns of mutual reinforcement or escalation in conflicts.” (14) 

 

According to the Conflict Triangle framework, a conflict can start in any of the three 

corners—an incompatibility between goal states, negative attitudes, or destructive 

behaviour—mutual reinforcement can occur in either direction, and attempts at ending a 

conflict can be initiated in any corner. 

 



 

7 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. The Conflict Triangle 

  

Similarly, a peaceful society can be conceived of as being characterized by friendly attitudes 

and peaceful behaviour, meaning that incompatibilities even over salient issues can be 

resolved or managed without the resort to violence, whether through negotiation, sharing, 

third-party control, democratic elections or other methods of conflict management and 

resolution. I think this is a constructive way of looking at peacebuilding, too. Peace and war 

are not the only alternative states a social system can be in. On the contrary, there are many 

different more or less stable states in between (as well as many different states of peace and 

war). The expression “no war, no peace” is frequently used to describe these situations. For 

peacebuilding to be useful, there needs to be an understanding of the character of the social 

system in question. This is where I think adaptive cycle theory and resilience thinking can be 

helpful.  

 

On the basis of the corners of Galtung’s original Conflict Triangle, Höglund and Söderberg 

Kovacs identify nine types of “peace beyond the absence of war,” whose weaknesses are 

related to the three dimensions of issues (incompatibility), behaviour and attitude, capturing 

the relative presence or absence in post-war societies of, respectively, remaining conflict 

issues, remaining violence and insecurity, and remaining conflict attitudes (Höglund and 

Söderberg Kovacs 2010, 376-384). From the perspective of specified resilience, these 

different types of peace beyond the absence of war are sensitive to different types of threats. 

Neither the types of peace nor the types of threats are mutually exclusive. For example, most 

types would be sensitive to various acts of violence, and most types would be well served by 

an early focus on disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR) of ex-combatants. 

 

3.1 The specified resilience of peace beyond the absence of war 

Continuing the analogy of balls in basins used above, peace beyond the absence of war can be 

conceived of as a situation between peace and war, which may be pushed across minor 

thresholds either back into war, a situation where conflictual dynamics become self-

reinforcing, or further on into peace, where peaceful dynamics become self-reinforcing (see 

Figure 3). It must be emphasized that resilience, per se, is no panacea to violent conflict. The 

various strategies for strengthening specified resilience described below are not necessarily 

enough to meet any particular challenge. The more powerful the challenge, the less likely a 

certain “level” of resilience will suffice. The purpose of the discussion is not to provide the 

answer to how to bring peace, but to illustrate what a resilience approach to peacebuilding is 

about, and how specified resilience relates to the likely challenges of the individual case, and 

is therefore necessarily contextual. The examples are Höglund and Söderberg Kovacs’s, and I 

add the discussion on vulnerability and resilience. Unfortunately, it is not possible, in one 

article, to follow up on the actual developments of each case to analyses how various 

measures taken affected resilience, and vice versa. 
 

C (conflict) 

B 
(behavior) 

A 
(attitude) 
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Figure 3. Peace beyond the absence of war as a plateau between war and peace. 

 

On the issues dimension Höglund and Söderberg Kovacs identify three types of peace: 

unresolved peace, restored peace, and contested peace. Unresolved peace is situations where 

key issues are left unresolved, such as the Israeli-Palestinian peace process of the 1990s, and 

Kosovo since 1999. Such situations are particularly vulnerable to unilateral acts that pre-empt 

negotiations and tilts the playing field in one party’s favour. Continued dialogue and sincerity 

in attempts at settling outstanding issues are important to strengthen specified resilience. 

 

Restored peace is situations where peace is restored but there is no transformation of society, 

because the underlying causes of conflict are left unattended, such as Liberia after the Abuja 

Agreement of 1996, and Sierra Leone after 2002. With problems such as high unemployment 

and widespread corruption still in place, these societies are vulnerable to discrimination and 

continued abuse of power. These situations need to take dissatisfaction seriously before it 

becomes violent, and they may need outside help to spread the dividends of peace throughout 

society. 

 

Contested peace is situations where the peace-settlement generates new conflicts. Examples 

include Lebanon after the Ta’if accords, and the independence of East Timor in 2002. 

Referring to Atlas and Licklider (1999), Höglund and Söderberg Kovacs argue that these 

situations sometimes pit former allies against each other, as intra-party tensions and uneasy 

compromises carry over into the post-settlement period. These situations are particularly 

vulnerable to corruption and to uneven distribution of power, and power sharing arrangements 

that give different elites influence—and responsibility—can be important.  

 

On the behaviour dimension, they describe partial peace, regional peace, and insecure peace. 

Partial peace refers to situations where one or more parties continue to use armed force, but 

where the peace still holds in some respects. Examples include post-1991 Cambodia (the 

Khmer Rouge). Situations like this are particularly vulnerable to conflict escalation, to more 

parties reneging from a peace settlement and taking up arms again. To strengthen resilience in 

a situation of partial peace requires the encouragement of those parties who currently 

participate in politics peacefully to continue to participate in politics peacefully, to value that 

participation and to make that participation count. 

 

This illustrates the difference between an approach based on stability and one based on 

resilience. From a stability perspective, the main priority in a situation of partial peace is to 

convince or force the party still using violence to stop doing that. Conversely, from a 

resilience perspective, the main priority in a situation of partial peace is to prepare to meet the 

challenge posed by that situation. (The difference between the two approaches in this regard is 

not a question of either-or, but one of emphasis.) That challenge is conflict escalation, and the 

way to strengthen specified resilience to meet that challenge is to demonstrate that peaceful 

participation counts, so that if any party is tempted to resort to violence, they will soon 

realize—or be told by those they claim to represent—that this was a bad idea.  
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Regional peace is situations where residual violence occurs in certain parts of a country, such 

as post-settlement violence in the provinces of Equateur, Katanga and Kivu in the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo. Situations like this are vulnerable to conflict diffusion, the 

geographical spread of the use of violence, and this vulnerability is often exacerbated by 

cross-border dynamics. Again, strengthening the specified resilience to the challenge of 

conflict diffusion is not primarily about ending regional violence, but about strengthening the 

capacity to deal with conflict diffusion should it occur. One way of doing this is to develop 

strategies to counter attempts at recruiting fighters or gathering resources in cross-border 

refugee camps. 

 

Insecure peace refers to situations where the end of the war is followed by widespread 

criminal violence, often exacerbated by the ready availability of arms. Examples include El 

Salvador and South Africa, which both saw high levels of criminal violence in the aftermath 

of the solutions to the political conflicts. A partial explanation for this is that the armed 

conflict has led to the legitimization of violence as a means of pursuing political and other 

interests. These situations are therefore vulnerable to the delegitimization of (or loss of 

confidence in) non-violent ways of pursuing such interests, and strengthening specified 

resilience is about countering that delegitimization, which is done by strengthening the 

legitimacy and usefulness of non-violent action, taking seriously and acting upon non-violent 

expressions of concern. Trying to lead by example.  

 

The attitudes dimension, finally, consists of polarized peace, unjust peace, and fearful peace. 

Polarized peace is situations where conflict attitudes remain polarized despite a peace 

settlement. Sometimes, as in Northern Ireland, polarization may even increase in the 

aftermath of the settlement. Situations like this are vulnerable to extremist parties or groups 

gaining credibility and influence, in turn undermining the possibility to reverse polarization 

and work for reconciliation. As Höglund and Söderberg Kovacs indicate, this kind of 

polarization is related to not seeing the expected benefits of peace materializing and to 

perceiving that the other side is gaining more from the particular settlement. Resilience to 

these threats is strengthened by not exaggerating expected outcomes, and through inter-

community dialogue about how the settlement affects all sides.  

 

Situations of unjust peace are characterized by impunity and the absence of reconciliation. An 

example is post-war Guatemala, where the signing of the peace agreement was followed by 

the adoption of a broad amnesty. Similar situations are vulnerable to disillusionment toward 

peace, to impunity contributing to the legitimization of violence, and to the continued use of 

violence (Guatemala is an example of insecure peace, as well). Strengthening specified 

resilience in cases of unjust peace is related to issues of transitional justice, of finding a 

contextually acceptable balance between the imperatives of justice and reconciliation and the 

need to devote resources and attention towards the building of a common future.  

 

Situations of fearful peace are characterized by large-scale violence having been replaced by 

political control and repression, an example being Liberia under Charles Taylor after the 1996 

Abuja agreement. Such situations, too, are vulnerable to disillusionment and the continued 

legitimization of violence. Strengthening resilience can take the form of human rights 

monitoring and preparation for swift non-violent reactions to abuse.  

 

As these examples illustrate, strengthening the specified resilience of various types of peace 

beyond the absence of war means focusing on the vulnerabilities of the particular type, or 

even better, of the particular case. Contested peace, insecure peace, and polarized peace 
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require different (though possibly overlapping) strategies for the building of specified 

resilience. This is not to say that other measures will be ineffective—strengthening specified 

resilience is not the only way to approach cases of peace beyond the absence of war.  

 

3.2 General resilience 

Walker and Salt (2006, 120-122) describe three features of general resilience, that is, the 

ability to absorb novel, unforeseen disturbances: diversity, modularity, and tightness of 

feedbacks.5 In practice, they tend to overlap and reinforce one another, but in an attempt at 

delineating the implications of resilience thinking for peacebuilders, it makes sense to keep 

them theoretically distinct.  

 

The first feature is diversity, which is a question of variety in the number of species, people 

and institutions in a social-ecological system. Diversity is about flexibility and keeping your 

options open. Diversity increases the resilience of the system by allowing different voices to 

be heard in planning and decision making, by sustaining different ways of picking up on 

discontent and the need for change, and by avoiding the fallacies of groupthink. The 

contradiction between efficiency and resilience, mentioned above, is closely related to the 

question of diversity. Resilience instead depends to some extent on redundancy, a margin of 

failure (Low et al. 2003). 

 

There are two related aspects of diversity (see e.g., Scheffer 2009, 91-93). Functional 

diversity, or complementarity, means that several actors in a system perform the same 

function. This way, the system is not dependent on the survival or cooperation of one 

particular actor or institution. The other aspect, response diversity, or insurance, means that 

actors and institutions that perform the same function respond differently to disturbance and 

stress. This way, if a certain disease, natural disaster, market failure or other stressor 

incapacitates one actor or institution, others keep functioning. Don’t put all your eggs in one 

basket, basically. Together, functional and response diversity allows a system to maintain 

various functions even in the face of challenges that harm or undermine the ability of some of 

the system components to fulfil those particular functions. This calls for the preservation of 

redundant capacity. Walker and Salt (2006, 77) argue that as it becomes increasingly efficient, 

“a system is increasingly stable—but over a decreasing range of conditions.” Increasing 

efficiency is about reducing redundancy, but because redundancy is what allows margins of 

error, increasing efficiency means reducing margins of error. Building resilient peace is 

therefore not about streamlining and centralizing important parts of the social system, 

including political and economic decision making and the various processes of (re)building 

the physical and social infrastructure. 

 

The second feature is modularity, which is about how the different components of a system 

are connected. A modular system is one that contains subgroups with strong internal 

connections, but with weak connections between subgroups. Modularity increases the 

resilience of the system by allowing most subgroups to continue to function even when some 

fail. Conversely, failure spreads quickly in a non-modular system, where all components are 

highly interconnected. The need for modularity calls for encouraging the self-sufficiency of 

different regions in a society.   

 

                                                      
5 Relatedly, Rodin argues that a resilient entity needs to be aware, diverse, integrated, self-regulating, and 

adaptive (see Rodin 2015, 9-42). Conversely, Taleb and Treverton’s five sources of fragility are partly the 

opposites, namely “a centralized governing system, an undiversified economy, excessive debt and leverage, a 

lack of political variability, and no history of surviving past shocks.” (Taleb & Treverton 2015, 88) 
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The third feature of general resilience is tightness of feedbacks. This refers to the way change 

in one part of the system is conveyed throughout the system. Tightness of feedbacks increases 

the resilience of the system by allowing change in one part of the system to be perceived in 

other parts of the system, and the sooner this can be done the more likely that the system can 

adjust in time to avoid crossing a threshold. Decentralized governance, with established 

communications channels between government agencies and local networks, strengthen 

resilience by making feedbacks shorter and stronger.  

 

Understanding the general resilience of a social system, not least in the context of 

peacebuilding, I think requires both a recognition of agency in social systems, and that the 

system is not considered in isolation from other systems. In discussions of peacebuilding 

today, the state is usually the default target—state authority has been corrupted or disrupted 

by conflict, the state needs to be stabilized again, and this is done by strengthening the state. 

Perhaps resilience thinking urges us to go beyond the state. Perhaps peace is more resilient in 

a system of self-organizing communities. 

 

3.3 Other Implications  

As noted above, another aspect of resilience thinking is that we should not try to avoid failure 

at all cost—instead we should build our capability to cope with failure, and use it to our 

advantage. “In a complex and fluid reality, failing better is seen to be a much more realistic 

goal than narrow short-term understandings of policy ‘success’.” (Chandler 2014, 12) While 

we are not used to thinking this way about society, or about the recurrence of armed conflict, 

we would recognize the principle from a child learning to ride a bike. The parent who lets his 

child try, and fall, be comforted and try again, will soon see his child riding without help. The 

parent who prevents every fall by holding on to the bike, effectively keeping the balance 

instead of letting the child do that, will spend a long time running behind a small bike.  

 

Accepting or even inducing small-scale disturbance can serve both as a safety vent, to address 

problems early on rather than suppressing them until they become more serious, and as a type 

of social stress inoculation, improving the ability to react constructively to later, larger 

disturbances.  

Conserving the elements we have is not the goal for a search for what is 

enduring. Otherwise, we would still be blacksmiths and buggy-whip 

makers. The challenge, rather, is to conserve the ability to adapt to change, 

to be able to respond in a flexible way to uncertainty and surprises. And 

even to create the kind of surprises that open opportunity. (Holling & 

Gunderson 2002, 32) 

Crisis creates opportunity and change. According to Friedman (1982, ix), “[o]nly a crisis—

actual or perceived—produces real change. When that crisis occurs, the actions that are taken 

depend on the ideas that are lying around.” In The Shock Doctrine (2008), Klein provided 

numerous examples of crises used by proponents of Friedman’s Chicago School free-market 

economics, such as Thatcher’s crushing the striking coal miners in the aftermath of the 

Falklands war, and the privatization of education in New Orleans in the wake of Hurricane 

Katrina.  

 

Relatedly, allowing the occasional small forest fire can reduce the risk of a larger fire at a 

later stage. The same argument has recently been made for countries’ ability to deal with 

disorder:  
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Countries that have survived past bouts of chaos tend to be vaccinated 

against future ones. Thus, the best indicator of a country’s future stability is 

not past stability but moderate volatility in the recent past. (Taleb and 

Treverton 2015, 87) 

These “past bouts of chaos” do not have to take the form of violent upheaval. As mentioned 

earlier, regular democratic elections, and the occasional referendum, can be seen as a safety 

vent for democratic societies, to avoid the accumulation of pressure for reform, which could 

later erupt in the form of violent protest. 

 

From a resilience perspective, based on the assumption of multiple equilibria, a social system 

can find itself in a peaceful state, where various feedbacks between the attitudes, behaviour 

and issues dimensions reinforce each other in a peaceful way; or it can find itself in a 

conflictual state, where feedbacks are conflictual, even violent. Both states can be highly 

resilient to change. In other words: resilience—when understood from an ecological 

perspective—is not a positive thing in its own right. Once a threshold is crossed—once the 

lake becomes turbid, once methane is being released from thawing tundra, or once hostile 

stereotypes begin to justify large-scale violence—it can be difficult to push the system back 

across the threshold to a more positive state again. This means that sometimes we may want 

to strengthen the resilience of a system, and sometimes we may want to weaken it. This has 

been noted by Wallensteen et al, who argue that “internal conflicts throughout the world tend 

to be resilient to conflict management initiatives,” (Wallensteen et al. 2009, 258) and by the 

World Bank in the context of social norms preventing women rights:  

Social norms are typically most resilient in areas that directly affect power 

or control. Those who would lose power under a change in the social norm 

actively resist change, and those who would gain often are too weak to 

impose change. The resilience of dysfunctional social norms may also stem 

from the difficulty of the potential gainers to credibly commit to 

compensate the losers after the change is made. (World Bank 2011, 172) 

This raises important questions about civil resistance and non-violent protest. On the one hand 

resistance is a way to try to undermine the oppression of the modern state with its large-scale 

infringements of human rights and freedom in the name of security (violent protest provides 

even more convincing justifications); on the other hand, resistance can serve as safety vents, 

as the occasional disturbance that helps keeping the current system in the conservation phase. 

Then again, the proliferation of surveillance, including the registration of students with 

“radical” thoughts, are symptomatic of increasing rigidity. 

 

This calls for further discussion of the panarchy of peace, or the interdependence between 

different levels of analysis: at which level is peace best made sustainable—or, perhaps, at 

which level is the best peace made sustainable? Historically, wars have been fought and states 

have been sacrificed in order to preserve the stability of the international system. Today, the 

state is the principal level for peace as stability, for which human beings are sacrificed, 

figuratively and literally. Concepts such as human security and the responsibility to protect 

indicate the beginning of a shift toward a focus on peace for people. Resilience thinking can 

contribute to making that peace something more than stability and security. But this goes 

beyond the scope of the present paper. 
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Relatedly, resilience engineering6 is based on the assumption that things that go right and 

things that go wrong both result from the same underlying processes, and that they can both, 

in principle, be explained in the same way (Hollnagel 2011, xxxiii). Applied to peace and 

conflict studies, the corollary of this is that with the help of resilience thinking, peaceful 

systems and conflictual systems—as well as the way different disturbances can push a system 

from one way of functioning to another, or fail to do so—can also be explained in the same 

way. This, in turn, means that resilience thinking for peacebuilders implies something more 

than asking what makes peace resilient. It requires an explicit debate about the actual 

attributes or contents of the peace that is to be made resilient, whether it is primarily about 

stability and security, or about development and justice (or something else). This, too, I will 

not develop further in the present paper. 

 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

Because resilience thinking embraces change, the first implication of resilience thinking for 

peacebuilding is that it cannot be about “template-style peace implementation.” Building 

resilient peace is not about getting closer and closer to an ideal social system, over time 

meeting more and more of a range of positive-peace-criteria, and being done when all the 

boxes are ticked. Instead, resilient peace is a continuously ongoing process, and building 

resilient peace is therefore about strengthening the ability to manage a continuously evolving 

and changing social system in ways that avoid, as far as possible, the use of violence as a 

means of advancing political goals. It is about assisting a society to develop the capacity and 

skills, materially and intellectually, to avoid a major breakdown of the conservation phase, 

and to do that through the timely inducement of small-scale disturbance and renewal during 

the forward loop. 

 

If the liberal peace blueprint-type solution should be questioned, however, the argument 

advanced in this article is that resilience does not offer one single alternative. Instead, 

engineering resilience, with its emphasis on bouncing back to an original state, might be 

conceived of as a map-type process. Strengthening resilience means preparing to face 

challenges, so that they do not push the process off track completely, but merely result in 

minor detours from which the system can return to the right track as soon as possible. 

Engineering resilience is largely in line with the liberal peacebuilding paradigm with its focus 

on security and stability. The main difference concerns the need for redundancy, which goes 

against the market liberal principle of efficiency. From the perspective of ecological 

resilience, on the other hand, the system makes use of challenges to strengthen its ability to 

learn and adapt. Peace is built not with the help of a blueprint, and not with the help of a map, 

but with the help of a guidebook. If a certain destination or mode of transport turns out to be 

unsuitable, other options are or can be made available. This perspective constitutes a more 

fundamental challenge the liberal paradigm—and is more in line with other critical 

approaches to peace and conflict studies.  

 

 

 

 

  

                                                      
6 Whereas “engineering resilience” is used to distinguish single-equilibrium resilience from multiple-equilibrium 

“ecological resilience,” the term “resilience engineering” is used to distinguish the type of engineering which is 

concerned with resilience from other types of engineering, such as those associated with the minimization of risk 

(i.e. with efficiency).  
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