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Introduction
The expansion of international desires to 
regulate, govern and secure the problem-
atic ‘borderlands’ of fragile states, emerging 
from transitions and conflicts in the post-
Cold War decades, has often been termed 
the ‘conflict-poverty nexus.’ This nexus was 
based upon the entanglement of govern-
ance, security and development concerns, 
seen as enabling new intrusive and coercive 
forms of external intervention. For some 
experts, poverty caused conflict, for others 
conflict caused poverty, without any con-
clusive consensus. Nevertheless, the asser-
tion of links between conflict and poverty 
led to the merging of concerns associated 
with security, politics and humanitarian-
ism on the basis of the superior knowledge 
and capacity of Western interveners (see, for 
example, the useful summary in Ikejiaku 
2012). The rise of the conflict/poverty nexus 

of intervention necessarily assumed that 
knowledge and power operated in linear and 
reductive ways.

Following the apparent successes of ethi-
cal and humanitarian interventions in the 
1990s, the response to the shocking terror-
ist attacks of 9/11 appeared to intensify the 
trend towards international policy-interven-
tionism under the rubric of the conflict/pov-
erty nexus. The 2002 US National Security 
Strategy expanded and securitized the inter-
ventionist remit, arguing that ‘America is 
now threatened less by conquering states 
than we are by failing ones’ (NSS 2002: 1). 
Thus initiating what for many analysts was 
the highpoint of the security/poverty nexus, 
expanding international funding for preven-
tive engagements addressing both the causes 
of poverty and the causes of conflict. The rec-
ognition that we lived in a globalized and 
interconnected world seemed to bind the 
needs of national and international security 
with those of conflict and poverty, creating 
a powerful interventionist consensus around 
the conflict/poverty nexus (Mazarr 2014).
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We are witnessing nothing less than a revolution in international policy-thinking, 
with a shift from imagining that international policy-makers can solve development/
security problems through the export or transfer of policy practices or their 
imposition through conditionality, to understanding that problems should be grasped 
as emergent consequences of complex social processes which need to be worked 
with rather than against. This paper, prepared for the 2014 CEPA conference, 
focuses therefore less on the politicisation and securitisation of questions of 
conflict and poverty and more on the depoliticisation of questions of conflict and 
poverty, especially through frameworks of resilience.
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This linking of international and national 
security with conflict and poverty was a 
major concern amongst critical commenta-
tors worried over what was seen as the politi-
cisation or securitisation of fundamental 
humanitarian questions by both domestic 
and international elites. For example, the 
ease with which international aid or assis-
tance can be made fungible and diverted to 
support vested interests (especially in non 
fully marketised economies or weak states 
dependent upon military or business elites) 
is well demonstrated by Ayesha Siddiqa in 
her work on the military-business complex: 
‘Milbus’ (Siddiqa 2007). Jennifer Hyndman 
has written powerfully on how emergencies 
have been politicised by the international 
community, encouraging the securitisation 
of refugees and displaced persons through 
more interventionist practices of humani-
tarian organisations, especially the UNHCR, 
now involved in the politics of problem-solv-
ing in states and preventing refugee prob-
lems spilling over into the West (Hyndman 
2000; Duffield 2007). 

Today the biggest concern of international 
policy-makers is not so much the need to 
cohere interventionist programmes to address 
the impact of conflict and poverty, but rather 
the alleged dangers of the unintended conse-
quences of policy-making in a complex and 
interconnected world. This paper focuses on 
these assumptions to explain how the con-
flict/poverty nexus has been reconceptualised 
away from an emphasis on the asymmetrical 
and potentially oppressive discourse of secu-
ritisation and militarisation. Instead there has 
been an increasing emphasis on the problem 
of the linear and reductive understandings 
of policy-intervention itself (and the unin-
tended consequences of such mechanistic 
approaches in the international sphere).

The transformation away from previous 
understandings of the conflict-poverty nexus 
is highlighted by the increasing interna-
tional policy focus on the need to develop 
resilience. Resilience is defined broadly as 
the internal capacity of societies to cope 

with crises, with the emphasis on the devel-
opment of self-organisation and internal 
capacities and capabilities rather than the 
external provision of aid, resources or policy 
solutions. For example, the United Nations 
defines resilience as: 

The capacity of a system, community 
or society potentially exposed to haz-
ards to adapt, by resisting or chang-
ing in order to reach and maintain 
an acceptable level of functioning 
and structure. This is determined by 
the degree to which the social sys-
tem is capable of organizing itself to 
increase its capacity for learning from 
past disasters for better future protec-
tion and to improve risk reduction 
measures (UN/ISDR 2005).

Resilience has been highlighted as a key to 
a broad raft of international policy-making 
from conflict resolution to climate change 
and sustainable development (Chandler 
2014; Evans & Reid 2014; Pugh 2014). Thus 
we are witnessing nothing less than a revolu-
tion in international policy-thinking, with a 
shift from imagining that international pol-
icy-makers can solve development/security 
problems through the export or transfer of 
policy practices or their imposition through 
conditionality, to understanding that prob-
lems should be grasped as emergent conse-
quences of complex social processes which 
need to be worked with rather than against. 
Over the last decade, policy debates have 
shifted away from intrusive forms of coer-
cive international governance and towards 
existing practices and knowledge, to be 
worked with on the basis that local capaci-
ties for resilience need to be at the heart of 
approaches to conflict and poverty.

For these reasons, my paper for this con-
ference focuses on a slightly different con-
vergence, not so much the politicisation 
and securitisation of questions of conflict 
and poverty but rather the depoliticisation of 
questions of conflict and poverty, especially 
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through frameworks of resilience. While I 
would not deny that the politicisation or secu-
ritisation of international policy intervention 
is a major problem, I argue that this should 
not blind us to a growing trend in interna-
tional policy-making which suggests that con-
flict and poverty need to be ‘depoliticised’ or 
‘desecuritised,’ i.e. seen as increasingly inevi-
table problems which need to be coped with 
through resilience rather than solved through 
the intervention of external actors. 

International Governance of the 
Conflict/Poverty Nexus
The conflict/poverty nexus assumed a uni-
versalist, linear and reductionist approach: 
that international intervention was the pre-
rogative of leading Western states and that 
Western international specialists had the 
knowledge, technology and agency necessary 
to fix the various problems present in devel-
oping countries. The security/poverty nexus 
was therefore dependent upon a prior nexus 
of assumptions of superior Western/inter-
national knowledge, ethical values, political 
institutions and interventionist technology. 
The coercive politicization of humanitarian-
ism – the ‘humanitarian militarism’ of the 
1990s (Chomsky 1999) – was not necessarily 
an oxymoron, but, in fact, highlighted a cru-
cial aspect of continuity in the production of 
the binary divide between the subject and 
object of intervention and the asymmetri-
cal assumptions behind the role and duties, 
power and knowledge of policy-interveners 
and the capacities and rights of those sub-
ject to emergency policy-intervention. In 
this framing, the policy response tended to 
be one of centralised direction, under UN, 
US or EU control, based upon military power 
or bureaucratic organisation, which often 
assumed that policy-interveners operated in 
a vacuum where social and political norms 
had broken down, and that little attention 
needed to be given to the particular policy-
context. Policy interventions broadly under-
stood as linking conflict and poverty in the 
1990s and early 2000s shared three key 

aspects: 1) universalist; 2) mechanistic; and 
3) reductionist.

Universalist
Firstly, this model was universalist. Inter
vening states and international institu-
tions were understood to have the power, 
resources and objective scientific knowl-
edge necessary to solve the problems of 
conflict and human rights abuses. Debates 
in the 1990s assumed that Western states 
had the knowledge and power to act and 
therefore focused on the question of the 
political will of Western states (Held 1995; 
Wheeler 2000). Of particular concern was 
the fear that the United States might pur-
sue national interests rather than global 
moral and ethical concerns (Kaldor 2007: 
150). In this framework, problems were seen 
in terms of a universalist and linear under-
standing. It was believed that conflict/pov-
erty programmes and interventions could 
be successful on the basis that a specific set 
of policy solutions could solve a specific set 
of policy problems. This framework of inter-
vention reached its apogee in international 
statebuilding initiatives in the Balkans - with 
long-term protectorates established over 
Bosnia and Kosovo - and was reflected in the 
RAND Corporation’s reduction of such inter-
ventions to simple cost and policy formulas 
that could be universally applied (Dobbins 
et al 2007). This set up a universalist under-
standing of good policy making: the idea 
that certain solutions were timeless and 
could be exported or imposed, like the rule 
of law, democracy and markets.

The universalist framework legitimising 
conflict/poverty policy intervention thereby 
established a hierarchical and paternalist 
framework of understanding. Western liberal 
democratic states were understood to have 
the knowledge and power necessary to solve 
the problems that other ‘failed’ and ‘failing’ 
states were alleged to lack. It was therefore 
little surprise that these interventions often 
challenged and brought into question sov-
ereign rights to self-government, which had 
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long been upheld after decolonisation in the 
1950s and 1960s. Many commentators have 
raised problems with the idealisation of lib-
eral Western societies and the holding-up of 
abstract and unrealistic goals which tended 
to exaggerate the incapacity or lack of legiti-
macy of non-Western regimes (Heathershaw 
& Lambach 2008; Lemay-Hébert 2009). 
Beneath the universalist claims of promoting 
the interests of human rights, human secu-
rity or human development, critical theorists 
suggested that new forms of international 
domination were emerging, institutionalis-
ing market inequalities or restoring tradi-
tional hierarchies of power reminiscent of 
the colonial era (see, for example, Chandler 
2006; Douzinas 2007; Duffield 2007; Pugh 
et al 2008; Dillon & Reid 2009).

Mechanistic
Secondly, the conflict/poverty nexus frame-
work was mechanistic. The problems of non-
Western states were understood in simple 
terms of the need to restore the equilibrium 
of the status quo - which was understood 
as being disrupted by new forces or events. 
Illustrated, for example, in the popular ‘New 
Wars’ thesis, which argued that stability 
was disrupted by exploitative elites seek-
ing to destabilise society in order to cling to 
resources and power (Kaldor 1999) or that 
the lack of human rights could be resolved 
through constitutional reforms (Brandt et al 
2011). The assumption was that society was 
fundamentally healthy and that the problem-
atic individuals or groups could be removed 
or replaced through external policy-interven-
tion (which would enable equilibrium to be 
restored). This was a mechanistic view of how 
societies operated - as if they were machines 
and a single part had broken down and 
needed to be repaired. There was no holistic 
engagement with society as a collective set 
of processes, interactions and inter-relations. 
The assumption was that external policy 
interveners could come up with a ‘quick fix’ 
– perhaps sending troops to quell conflict or 
legal experts to write constitutions – followed 
by an exit strategy. The problems of policy 

based upon these mechanistic assumptions 
led to an extension of the cause-and-effect 
paradigm in the form of peacebuilding and 
statebuilding. These extensions were based 
upon the assumption that it was necessary to 
understand the endogenous causal processes 
at play and to search for the societal precon-
ditions necessary for the establishment of lib-
eral regimes of markets, democracy and the 
rule of law (Paris 2004; Chandler 2010).

Reductionist
Thirdly, this framework was reductionist. 
Conflict and poverty were understood in 
highly reductionist ways as if they were dis-
tinct fields with distinct problems and mech-
anisms of measurement which could be 
brought into a relationship, and this relation-
ship could be analysed in terms of cause-and-
effect. This approach left out the interactive 
relationship between the state and society 
as well as multiple possible responses to the 
appearance of certain problems or govern-
ance failings (Scott 1998). Firstly, certain soci-
eties may be more prone to certain problems 
more than others. Rather than viewing these 
problems as discrete threats to otherwise 
healthy systems, vulnerability to conflict / 
famine / environmental changes should 
therefore be seen as a product of the social, 
economic and political systems in place, 
and addressed at that level (Commission for 
Africa 2005). Secondly, conflict, corruption, 
poverty or other problems manifest them-
selves differently in different societies and 
have different consequences and impacts, 
making any external measure or comparison 
impossible (with regard to development and 
poverty, see Sen 1999). Some societies may 
be better able to cope with the stresses and 
strains of poverty or inequality than others, 
for example. Similarly, conflict, corruption 
or other problems might be understood as 
reflecting processes of change and devel-
opment, and therefore be seen as coping 
mechanisms, depending on the context of 
the society concerned (Cramer 2006).

The universalist, mechanistic and reduc-
tionist approach to conflict/poverty policy 
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intervention assumed that international 
intervention was the prerogative of leading 
Western states; it also assumed that the sub-
jects of intervention were non-Western states 
and that Western international specialists 
had the knowledge, technology and agency 
necessary to fix the problems. Traditionally, 
in the discipline of International Relations, 
critical commentators have understood 
this as a paternalistic framework, reproduc-
ing relations of inequality and reinforcing 
or constituting more open hierarchies of 
power through the challenge to the rights 
of sovereignty (Chandler 1999; Bain 2003; 
Bickerton et al 2007; Hehir & Robinson 
2007; Barnett 2010). 

However, as will be considered further 
below, a second way of critically conceptualis-
ing conflict/poverty interventions has devel-
oped rapidly since the early 1990s, which 
engages with the knowledge assumptions 
at play in the legitimisation of intervention 
on the basis of universalist, mechanistic and 
reductionist understandings of the nature of 
social and political processes. These critics 
suggest that the claims of Western knowl-
edge and power are false and hubristic, and 
that Western modernist understandings of 
knowledge as context-free and universally 
valid are problematic (see further Shilliam 
2011; Law 2004). Conflict/poverty nexus pol-
icy-interventions assuming cause-and-effect 
relations are therefore criticised increasingly 
on practical and functionalist grounds rather 
than on ethical and political ones. Critics 
working within the second critical paradigm 
tend to reframe problems as emergent out-
comes of complex processes rather than as 
discrete problems amenable to linear and 
reductionist policy interventions. This pro-
cess is well articulated by Michael Dillon’s 
conception of ‘the emergency of emergence,’ 
in terms of a shift in policy concerns from 
sovereign power over territory to biopolitical 
concerns over the circulatory and contingent 
processes of life (2007). For Dillon:

It is precisely here in the ground of life 
itself that contemporary biopolitics 

of security therefore intuit a pure 
experience of order, and of its mode 
of being, radically different from the 
Newtonian physics of a mechanistic 
and positivistic real that once inspired 
the west’s traditional state-centric ter-
ritorial geopolitics of sovereign sub-
jectivity (2007: 13).

Problems to be addressed are thus no longer 
construed as amenable to sovereign forms 
of top-down power and cause-and-effect 
interventions but instead seen as a result 
of complex interconnected processes with 
no clear lines of causation (Dillon & Lobo-
Guerrero 2008). Rearticulating problems 
in terms of emergent or complex outcomes 
necessarily prevents intervention from being 
understood as a technique of external prob-
lem-solving. The dominant alternative to 
addressing causes is governance at the level 
of resilience. Governance focused on resil-
ience no longer necessitates claims of sov-
ereign power and direction and thereby no 
longer poses the problem of political auton-
omy and state sovereignty. 
In this framing, conflict, poverty and related 
problems become normalised, leading to 
coping strategies rather than crisis-driven dis-
courses of policy intervention. The resilience 
approach relies on a systems- or process-based 
ontology, suggesting that policy-interven-
tions need to work with - rather than against 
- organic local practices and understandings, 
and that there is a need for more homeo-
pathic forms of policy intervention designed 
to enhance autonomous processes rather 
than undermine them (Drabek & McEntire 
2003; Kaufmann 2013). These forms of inter-
vention cannot be grasped within the liberal 
modernist paradigm central to the discipline 
of International Relations.

The Shift Away from Securitisation
The shift from intervention at the level of 
causation to intervention at the level of 
resilience has been predominantly discussed 
in relation to the need to take into account 
the ‘law of unintended consequences.’ The 
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problem of ‘unintended consequences’ 
has become a policy trope regularly used 
as shorthand for the profound shift in the 
understanding of intervention, addressed in 
this paper. It can be understood as a gener-
alised extension of Ulrich Beck’s view of ‘risk 
society’ with the determinate causal role 
of ‘side effects’ or of Bruno Latour’s similar 
analysis of today’s world as modernity ‘plus 
all its externalities’ (see further, Beck 1992; 
Latour 2003). It seems that there is no way to 
consider conflict/poverty nexus intervention 
in terms of intended outcomes without con-
sidering the possibility that the unintended 
outcomes will outweigh the former. 

The shift to the focus on resilience and 
coping, rather than causes, acknowledges 
the limits of policy intentionality based on 
cause-and-effect assumptions and explicitly 
challenges the rationalist and reductionist 
assumptions prevalent in disciplinary under-
standings of international intervention. By 
2012, a decade after the extension of US 
concerns to problem-solving through exten-
sive conflict/poverty interventions in poten-
tially failing states, the US Defense Strategic 
Guidance policy was operating on a different 
set of assumptions: that US forces would pur-
sue their objectives through ‘innovative, low-
cost, and small-footprint approaches’ rather 
than the conduct of ‘large-scale, prolonged 
stability operations’ (DSG 2012: 3, 6). 

As Michael Mazaar argued in the leading 
US foreign policy journal Foreign Affairs in 
2014, securing US goals of peace, democracy 
and development in failing and conflict-
ridden states could not, in fact, be done by 
instrumental cause-and-effect external pol-
icy-interventions: ‘It is an organic, grass-roots 
process that must respect the unique social, 
cultural, economic, political, and religious 
contexts of each country… and cannot be 
imposed’ (Mazarr 2014). For Mazarr, policy 
would now follow a more ‘resilient mindset, 
one that treats perturbations as inevitable 
rather than calamitous and resists the urge to 
overreact,’ understanding that policy-inter-
vention must work with rather than against 

local institutions and ‘proceed more organi-
cally and authentically’ (Mazarr 2014). This 
is also reflected by high-level policy experts 
in the US State Department; according to 
Charles T. Call, senior adviser at the Bureau 
of Conflict and Stabilization Operations, cur-
rent US approaches seek not to impose unre-
alistic external goals but instead to facilitate 
local transformative agency through engag-
ing with local ‘organic processes and plussing 
them up’ (cited in Chandler 2015).

In the discussion of the relationship 
between conflict and poverty today, increas-
ing numbers of analysts, not only conservative 
or neoliberal theorists, have challenged the 
knowledge assumptions underpinning uni-
versalist, mechanistic and reductionist views 
of policy-intervention. It has become increas-
ingly commonplace for radical critics, drawing 
on a wide range of critical social theory - such 
as new materialism, complexity approaches, 
actor network theory and philosophical real-
ism - to suggest that the ‘lessons learned’ from 
the limited successes and outright failures of 
international intervention since 1990 concur 
with those drawn by pragmatic US policy advi-
sors. This is a far cry from the understandings 
of policy intervention in the 1990s and early 
2000s when it was precisely the grand narra-
tives of liberal internationalist promise and 
social and political transformation (under the 
guidance of leading Western democracies), 
which inspired support for the extension of 
cause-and-effect policy understandings and 
the extension of claims of external interven-
tionist authority. Liberal states were under-
stood to have the right and the authority to 
undertake policy-interventions on the basis 
of ideological grounds, altruism and interna-
tional security concerns.

International policy intervention, under 
the rubric of the conflict/poverty nexus, 
today is increasingly understood to be prob-
lematic if it is based upon the grand narra-
tives of liberal internationalism. International 
policy intervention is not opposed per se or 
on principle, but on the basis of the universal-
ist and hierarchical knowledge assumptions 
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which informed policy-interventions and 
produced the hubristic and reductionist 
promises of transformative outcomes (Owen 
2012; Stewart & Knaus 2012; Mayall & Soares 
de Oliveira 2011; Mazarr 2014). According to 
the critical consensus, international policy-
makers need to liberate themselves from the 
constraints of their outmoded mechanistic 
models, inherited from the Enlightenment in 
the seventeenth century and associated with 
Descartes’ strict mechanical division between 
the mind and the body and Isaac Newton’s 
view of the universe as a mechanical clock-
work model of timeless universal laws. 

The Rise of Resilience
The focus on resilience, increasingly taken 
up by international policy-interveners, 
thereby insists that problems cannot be dealt 
with merely at the level of causation - i.e. by 
identifying and categorising a problem as if 
it could be understood in the reductionist 
terms of cause-and-effect, with every prob-
lem having a specific causation, which could 
be universally addressed through the devel-
opment of a specific ‘cure.’ This reductionist 
view was held to fit well with a mechanistic 
understanding of policy intervention, the 
assumption being that the body of the state 
or society was essentially healthy and that a 
specific external cause could be isolated and 
addressed to produce a cure and a return 
to equilibrium and stability. This approach 
entirely excluded the specific internal and 
external historical, social, political and eco-
nomic environment and also any under-
standing of what was necessary to encourage 
the state’s or society’s own capacities and 
capabilities to manage resiliently. 

Intervention based on developing resil-
ience therefore has no need for ready-made 
international policy solutions that can sim-
ply be applied or implemented. This there-
fore implies little possibility of learning 
generic lessons from interventions applica-
ble to other cases of conflict or underdevel-
opment (on the basis that if the symptoms 
appeared similar the cause must be the 

same). Crucially, this framing takes inter-
vention out of the context of policy making 
and policy understanding and out of the 
political sphere of democratic debate and 
decision-making. The focus therefore shifts 
away from international policies (supply-
driven policy making) and towards engaging 
with the internal capacities and capabilities 
that are already held to exist. In other words, 
there is a shift from the agency, knowledge 
and practices of policy interveners to that of 
the society, which is the object of policy con-
cerns. As the 2013 updated UK Department 
for International Development Growth and 
Resilience Operational Plan states: ‘We will 
produce less “supply-driven” development of 
product, guidelines and policy papers, and 
foster peer-to-peer, horizontal learning and 
knowledge exchange, exploiting new tech-
nologies such as wiki/huddles to promote 
the widest interaction between stakeholders’ 
(DfID 2013: 8).

‘Supply-driven’ policies – the stuff of poli-
tics and of democratic decision-making – 
are understood to operate in an artificial or 
non-organic way, and to lack an authentic 
connection to the effects which need to be 
addressed. The imposition of (accountable) 
external institutional and policy frameworks 
has become increasingly seen as artificial 
and thereby as having counterproductive 
or unintended outcomes. Resilience-based 
approaches thereby seek to move away 
from the ‘liberal peace’ policy interven-
tions – e.g. seeking to export constitutional 
frameworks, train and equip military and 
police-forces, impose external conditionali-
ties on the running of state budgets, export 
managerial frameworks for civil servants and 
political representatives, impose regulations 
to ensure administrative transparency and 
codes of conduct – which were at the heart 
of international policy prescriptions in the 
1990s and early 2000s (World Bank 2007; 
Eurodad 2006; ActionAid 2006).

It is argued that the ‘supply-driven’ 
approach of external experts exporting or 
developing liberal institutions does not grasp 
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the complex processes generative of instabil-
ity or insecurity. Instead, the cause-and-effect 
model of intervention is seen to create prob-
lematic ‘hybrid’ political systems and fragile 
states with little connection to their societies 
(Roberts 2008; Mac Ginty 2010; Richmond & 
Mitchell 2012; Millar 2014). The imposition 
of institutional frameworks, which have little 
connection to society, is understood as fail-
ing, not only in not addressing causal pro-
cesses leading to poverty and conflict but as 
making matters worse through undermining 
local capacities to manage the effects of prob-
lems (and thereby shifting problems else-
where and leaving states and societies even 
more fragile or vulnerable). This approach is 
alleged to fail to hear the ‘message’ of prob-
lematic manifestations or to enable societies’ 
own organic and homeostatic processes to 
generate corrective mechanisms. Triggering 
external interventions is said to shortcut 
the ability of societies to reflect upon and 
take responsibility for their own affairs and 
is increasingly seen as a counterproductive 
‘over-reaction’ by external powers (see fur-
ther, Desch 2008; Maor 2012). 

There is an increasingly prevalent view 
that, contrary to earlier assumptions, policy 
solutions can only be developed through 
practice by actors on the ground thus invers-
ing the traditional disciplinary understand-
ing of intervention as an exercise of external 
political power and authority. It does this 
through denying intervention as an act of 
external decision-making and policy direc-
tion as understood in the political paradigm 
of liberal modernist discourse. This can be 
seen through an examination of the policy 
shifts in the key areas of conflict and poverty 
and the reduction of the security/poverty 
nexus to the self-activity of empowerment. 

Policy-interventions are increasingly shift-
ing in relation to the understanding of 
conflict. There is much less talk of conflict 
prevention or conflict resolution and more of 
conflict management. As the UK government 
argues in a 2011 combined DfID, Foreign 
and Commonwealth Office and Ministry of 
Defence document, conflict per se is not the 

problem: ‘Conflict is a normal part of human 
interaction, the natural result when individu-
als and groups have incompatible needs, 
interests or beliefs’ (UK Government 2011: 
5). The problem which needs to be tackled 
is the state’s or society’s ability to manage 
conflict: ‘In stable, resilient societies con-
flict is managed through numerous formal 
and informal institutions’ (UK Government 
2011: 5). Conflict management, as the UK 
government policy indicates, is increasingly 
understood as an organic set of societal pro-
cesses and practices, which international 
policy-intervention can influence but can-
not import or impose solutions from the 
outside. This brings into the mainstream the 
approach advocated by the peace theorist 
Jean Paul Lederach who states: ‘The great-
est resource for sustaining peace in the long 
term is always rooted in the local people 
and their culture’ (1997: 94). For Lederach, 
managing conflict means moving away 
from cause-and-effect forms of instrumental 
external intervention which see people as 
‘recipients’ of policy; instead people should 
be seen as ‘resources,’ integral to peace pro-
cesses. Therefore it is essential that:

…we in the international commu-
nity adopt a new mind-set - that we 
move beyond a simple prescription 
of answers and modalities for dealing 
with conflict that come from outside 
the setting and focus at least as much 
attention on discovering and empow-
ering the resources, modalities, and 
mechanisms for building peace that 
exist within the context (1997: 95).

One of the central shifts in understanding 
conflict as something that needs to be ‘coped 
with’ and ‘managed’ rather than something 
that can be ‘solved’ or ‘prevented’ is the view 
that state-level interventions are of limited 
use. Peace treaties can be signed by state par-
ties but unless peace is seen as an ongoing 
and transformative inclusive societal process 
these agreements will be merely superficial 
and non-sustainable (Lederach 1997: 135).
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Just as peace and security are no longer 
understood to be securable through cause-
and-effect forms of intervention reliant 
on policy-interveners imposing solutions 
in mechanical and reductive ways, there 
has also been a shift in understanding the 
counterproductive effects of attempts to 
export the rule of law (Cesarine & Hite 2004; 
Zimmermann 2007; Chandler 2015). The 
resilience approach is driven by a realisation 
of the gap between the formal sphere of law 
and constitutionalism and the social ‘real-
ity’ of informal power relations and infor-
mal rules. This perspective has also been 
endorsed by Douglass North, the policy guru 
of new institutionalist economics, who has 
highlighted the difficulties of understand-
ing how exported institutions will interact 
with ‘culturally derived norms of behavior’ 
(1990: 140). The social reality of countries 
undergoing post-conflict ‘transition’ could 
not be understood merely by an analysis of 
laws and statutes. In fact, there appears to 
be an unbridgeable gap between the artifi-
cial constructions of legal and constitutional 
frameworks and the realities of everyday 
life, revealed in dealings between individual 
members of the public and state authorities. 

A key policy area where this shift (from 
addressing causes to resilience approaches) 
has had an impact has been in the sphere 
of poverty and development – the policy 
sphere previously most concerned with 
transformative policy interventions. Coping 
with poverty and natural disasters is clearly 
a very different problematic from seeking 
to use development policy to reduce or to 
end extreme poverty. However, discourses of 
disaster risk reduction have increasingly dis-
placed those of sustainable forms of devel-
opment because of the unintended side 
effects of undermining the organic coping 
mechanisms of communities and therefore 
increasing vulnerabilities and weakening 
resilience. Claudia Aradau has highlighted 
the importance of the UK Department for 
International Development (DfID) shift in 
priorities from poverty reduction strategies 
to developing community resilience, which 

assumes the existence of poverty as the basis 
of policymaking (Aradau 2014). As she states: 
‘resilience responses entail a change in how 
poverty, development and security more 
broadly are envisaged.’ This is clearly high-
lighted in DfID’s 2011 report outlining the 
UK government’s humanitarian policy: 

Humanitarian assistance should be 
delivered in a way that does not under-
mine existing coping mechanisms 
and helps a community build its own 
resilience for the future. National 
governments in at-risk countries can 
ensure that disaster risk management 
policies and strategies are linked to 
community-level action. (DfID 2011: 
10, cited in Aradau 2014)

As George Nicholson, Director of Transport 
and Disaster Risk Reduction for the 
Association of Caribbean States argues 
explicitly: ‘improving a person’s ability to 
respond to and cope with a disaster event 
must be placed on equal footing with the 
process to encourage economic develop-
ment,’ highlighting the importance of dis-
aster risk as a strategy for resilience versus 
the cause-and-effect approach associated 
with poverty reduction policy interventions 
(Nicholson 2014). Whereas development 
approaches put the emphasis on external 
policy assistance and expert knowledge, dis-
aster risk reduction clearly counterposes an 
alternative framework of intervention, where 
it is local knowledge and local agency that 
count the most. Disaster risk reduction strat-
egies stress the empowerment of the vulner-
able and marginalised in order for them to 
cope and to manage the effects of the risks 
and contingencies concomitant with the 
maintenance of their precarious existence.

Understanding empowerment in instru-
mental cause-and-effect terms based upon 
the external provision of legal and political 
mechanisms for claims is increasingly seen 
to be ineffective. Rights-based NGOs now 
seek not to empower people to access for-
mal institutional mechanisms but to enable 
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them to empower themselves. The resilience 
approach places the emphasis on the agency 
and self-empowerment of local actors, not 
on the introduction of formal frameworks 
of law, supported by international human 
rights norms (Moe & Simojoki 2013: 404).

The approach of ‘finding organic processes 
and plussing them up’ (as articulated by the 
US State Department policy advisor, cited 
earlier) is not limited to government policy 
interventions but has been increasingly 
taken up as a generic approach to overcome 
the limits of cause-and-effect understand-
ings. Thus new forms of intervention appear 
as anti-intervention. For example, a study of 
Finnish development NGOs highlights that 
there is a denial of any external role in the 
process of civil society building as interna-
tional NGOs stress that there is no process 
of external management in the selection of 
their interlocutors; they work with whatever 
groups or associations already exist and ‘have 
just come together’ (Kontinen 2014). 

A similar study, in south-eastern Senegal, 
notes that policy interveners are concerned 
to avoid both the ‘moral imperialism’ of 
imposing Western human rights norms, but 
also to avoid a moral relativism which simply 
accepts local traditional practices (Gillespie 
& Melching 2010: 481). The solution for-
warded is that of being non-prescriptive, 
avoiding and ‘unlearning’ views of Western 
teachers as ‘authorities’ and students as pas-
sive recipients (Gillespie & Melching 2010: 
481). Policy intervention is articulated as 
the facilitation of local people’s attempts 
to uncover traditional practices and ‘awak-
ening’ and ‘engaging’ their already existing 
capacities: ‘By detecting their own inherent 
skills, they can more easily transfer them to 
personal and community problem solving’ 
(Gillespie & Melching 2010: 490). These pro-
cesses can perhaps be encouraged or assisted 
by external policy interveners but they can-
not be transplanted from one society to 
another, nor can they be imposed by policy 
actors. Tackling the effects of these prob-
lems as if they were the product of direct 

causal relations thereby misunderstands 
policy needs through being trapped in the 
reductionist mindsets of liberal governance 
understandings. 

In the examples of the resilience approach 
given above, it is clear that problems are no 
longer conceived as amenable to interven-
tionist solutions, in terms of instrumental 
analysis of the chains of causation and rela-
tions between conflict and poverty on the 
basis of cause-and-effect understandings. 
This also takes the problems of conflict and 
poverty out of the political sphere. Those 
subject to new forms of empowerment 
and capacity building are not understood 
as citizens of states – capable of negotiat-
ing, debating, deciding and implementing 
policy agendas – but instead are caught up 
in never-ending processes of governing to 
enable resilience at the local or community 
level. Politics disappears from the equation 
and with it the clash of the co-constitutive 
concepts of sovereignty and intervention.

Conclusion
The shift in understanding the problems of 
conflict and poverty, from addressing causes 
to discourses of resilience – focusing on the 
problem society’s own capacities and needs 
and internal and organic processes – has 
been paralleled by a growing scepticism of 
attempts to export or impose Western mod-
els of analysis of conflict/poverty relations 
and causal mechanisms. In depoliticising 
discourses of intervention around enabling 
resilience, there is no assumption that the 
policy intervener is any way limiting the 
freedom or the autonomy of the state or 
society intervened upon. Furthermore, the 
discourse does not establish the intervening 
authority as possessing any greater power or 
knowledge, nor does it establish a paternalist 
relationship of external responsibility. The 
policy-intervention, in this framing, is articu-
lated as one that respects the autonomy of 
the other and even enables the development 
of autonomous capacities. Interventions of 
this sort require no specialist knowledge 
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(and, in fact, tend to problematise such 
knowledge claims); instead they could be 
understood to require more therapeutic 
capacities and sensitivities, more attuned to 
open and unscripted forms of engagement, 
mutual processes of learning and unpredict-
able and spontaneous forms of knowledge 
exchange (see for example, Duffield 2007: 
233–4; Jabri 2007: 177; Brigg & Muller 
2009: 130).

While cause-and-effect problem-solving 
interventions – with crude levers of external 
power – might be out of fashion, interna-
tional intervention appears to be alive and 
well: thriving on the ‘non-interventionist’ 
move towards resilience-based approaches 
oriented towards developing existing local 
capacities and capabilities. This form of 
projecting Western power and knowledge 
operate very differently to previous under-
standings of intervention through the con-
flict/poverty nexus. Not only does this not 
imply the undermining of sovereignty (the 
sine qua non of the understanding of inter-
vention in the discipline of International 
Relations) but it also operates outside of 
modern liberal political understandings of 
policy-intervention, which assume a limited 
interference in the private sphere (of individ-
ual autonomy) in the cause of the collective 
good, e.g. for economic development, social 
fairness or collective security (Levin-Waldman 
1996). Problems of conflict and poverty thus 
become de-politicised and de-securitised, 
seen increasingly as coping ‘opportunities’ 
rather than as reasons for social transforma-
tion. International intervention as resilience 
makes ‘political’ understandings of conflict/
poverty problematic while removing inter-
vention from political frameworks of critique.

Author's Note
This paper is part of a Special Collection of 
papers on Conflict, Transition and Develop-
ment emerging from a Symposium convened 
by the Centre for Poverty Analysis (CEPA), Sri 
Lanka, and the Secure Livelihoods Research 
Consortium (SLRC) in September 2014.
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