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Statebuilding and State-Formation

This book examines the ways in which long-term processes of state-
formation shape the possibilities for short-term political projects of
statebuilding.

Using process-oriented approaches, the contributing authors explore
what happens when conscious efforts at statebuilding ‘meet’ social con-
texts, and are transformed into daily routines. In order to explain their
findings, they also analyse the temporally and spatially broader structures
of world society which shape the possibilities of statebuilding.

Statebuilding and State-Formation includes a variety of case studies from
post-conflict societies in Africa, Asia and Europe, as well as the headquar-
ters and branch offices of international agencies. Drawing on various theo-
retical approaches from sociology and anthropology, the contributors
discuss external interventions as well as self-led statebuilding projects. This
edited volume is divided into three parts:

Part I: State-formation, violence and political economy
Part II: Governance, legitimacy and practice in statebuilding and state-
formation

e Part III: The international self — statebuilders’ institutional logics,
social backgrounds and subjectivities

The book will be of great interest to students of statebuilding and inter-
vention, war and conflict studies, international security and international
relations.

Berit Bliesemann de Guevara is a researcher and lecturer in international
relations at Helmut Schmidt University Hamburg. She co-authored Illusion
Statebuilding (Hamburg 2010) and is assistant editor of the Journal of Inter-
vention and Statebuilding.
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Introduction
Statebuilding and state-formation

Berit Bliesemann de Guevara

Bob the Builder and the longue durée

In 1999, ‘Bob the Builder’, a new British animation series, conquered chil-
dren’s TV. The show was a great success and soon spread to other coun-
tries, while in the UK its theme song ‘Can we fix it?’ even became a
million-selling number one hit, which made the programme and its
message known to a wider audience. Bob, the main character, is a building
contractor who, with a team of animate machines, enthusiastically helps
neighbours and friends with constructions and repairs. In tackling their
varying tasks, the series’ characters epitomise a strong ‘can do’ attitude.
The simple message is that there is no problem that cannot be solved on
the basis of cooperation, dedication and positivity.

Bob the Builder’s world represents a burlesque of the ideology that
underpins today’s international politics of statebuilding. In their public
self-image, powerful (mainly western) states and their team of governmen-
tal and non-governmental organisations (INGOs) - often referred to as
‘the international community’ (Bliesemann de Guevara and Kuhn 2011) -
are ready to tackle any project in the course of an intervention. The
guiding idea is that the job of transferring western-type institutions to
states, which are perceived as failing, is not a matter of whether but only of
how. The narrative suggests that statebuilding and society transformation
can be achieved (positive thinking), are a matter of resolving clearly iden-
tifiable, local problems such as ‘bad governance’ (problem-solving), and
depend mainly on an improvement of statebuilders’ coordination and
cooperation (teamwork) as well as on the commitment and perseverance
of the international community (follow-through). This mindset resembles
Bob’s motto of ‘Can we fix it? Yes we can!’

Obviously, however, international statebuilders’ and Bob’s social realit-
ies differ fundamentally. Bob the Builder lives in a world where only here
and now matter, where patterns of power and domination, conflicting
interests and identities, or competition among the members of the Can-Do
Crew are unheard of. His building projects have a clear trajectory and a
happy ending. In the world of international statebuilders, by contrast,
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there seem to be no happy endings at all when results are measured
against the ambitious goals of the ‘liberal peace’. International statebuild-
ing neither takes place in a historical void nor constitutes a consistent
technical project.

The aim of this book is to explore the conditions of, and limits to, state-
building from a political sociology perspective that takes into account the
longue durée (Braudel 1984), i.e. the long-term processes of state-formation
and the ways in which these shape short-term political projects. Authors
explore what happens when conscious efforts at statebuilding ‘meet’ social
contexts and are transformed into daily routines — on the recipients’ as
well as the statebuilders’ side — and relate these dynamics to the long-term
and global structures into which they are embedded. The case studies vary:
they are set in (post-)conflict societies in Africa, Asia and Europe, but also
focus on international agencies’ headquarters and branch offices; they
discuss external interventions as well as self-led statebuilding projects; and
they draw on a variety of theoretical approaches from sociology and
anthropology. Despite all differences, however, the chapters’ findings
point at limits to statebuilding projects characteristic to all cases, sug-
gesting that a structural dimension of contemporary ‘global governance’
exists which sets the social reality of statebuilding apart from its ‘Bob the
Builder’-type ideology.

This introduction sketches a comprehensive narrative of statebuilding
and state-formation into which the chapters can be embedded. After a
brief overview of the three main strands of statebuilding-related literature,
it introduces the concept of statebuilding and state-formation, which con-
stitutes the book’s common thread. Then contemporary processes of state-
formation in non-western states under the internationalised conditions of
world society and external intervention are discussed, referring to findings
of Parts I and II of the book. This is followed by a focus on international
statebuilders’ own social constitution and how it influences, and is influ-
enced by, statebuilding discourse and practices, referring to findings of
Part III. I conclude by summarising why juxtaposing statebuilding and
state-formation significantly adds to the study of contemporary world
politics.

Analytical perspectives on statebuilding

Scholarly literature offers three broad perspectives on how the interna-
tional politics of statebuilding influences the non-western state. Most
studies share the basic consensus of western, liberal-democratic policy
circles that external statebuilding is necessary to stabilise the international
system and to protect the people of weakly institutionalised non-western
states from fear and want (e.g. UN 2004; UN Millennium Project 2005).
Such ‘problem-solving’ approaches (Cox 1981: 128) assume that
statebuilding will eventually contribute to the formation of states which



