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Conceptualizing Resistance in Post-Conflict Environments* 

 

Abstract: While recent efforts to analyse resistance to post-conflict interventions 

have led to important insights into the nature of contemporary peacebuilding efforts, 

their failure to adequately problematize the concept of resistance itself and to adapt it 

to the specific realities of post-conflict neoliberalism has proven to be problematic. 

This article explores the internal tensions and inconsistencies that define the concept 

of resistance in post-conflict environments, focusing specifically on five topics: the 

interaction of structure and agency, the presence of intent, the role of power, the 

nature of markets and the possibility of emancipation. Key problems are highlighted, 

and, where possible, potential solutions are proposed. The issues raised by this article 

demand immediate attention if the conceptual viability and analytical value of 

resistance is to be maintained in post-conflict contexts. 

 

Keywords: Resistance; Peacebuilding; Neoliberalism; Liberal Peace 

 

The dominance of neoliberal1 economic orthodoxy in post-conflict peacebuilding 

programs is widely acknowledged. So, too, are its effects. Common reforms—including trade 

and investment liberalization, the deregulation of labour and financial markets, the privatization 

of state assets and reductions in public spending—threaten the establishment of peace while 

undermining growth, worsening inequalities, removing social protections and increasing poverty. 

The universalist pretences of neoliberalism render it insensitive to context and popular opinion, 

causing it to view the issues confronting post-conflict societies as solvable through a standard set 

of technocratic reforms.2 For societies emerging from conflict, such ideological blindness can 

prove costly. 

Despite these failures, questions of how, why and by whom this neoliberal orthodoxy is 

contested have only recently attracted scholarly attention. While such work has performed the 

valuable task of balancing neoliberal triumphalism with commonly marginalized perspectives 

and experiences, it nevertheless possesses significant limitations. In particular, the failure to 

adequately problematize the concept of resistance itself threatens its conceptual coherence and, 

in some cases, results in the adoption of problematic theoretical positions that are internally 

inconsistent. A more complete exploration of the concept of resistance not only reveals these 

internal inconsistencies, but also points to special considerations that arise in post-conflict 

environments. To be of any use in analysing the nature of post-conflict neoliberalism, the 

                                                           
* The Version of Record of this manuscript has been published and is available in International Peacekeeping, 

March 2015, http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13533312.2015.1017081. 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13533312.2015.1017081


2 

 

 

concept of resistance must be critically engaged with and adapted to fit its specific context. This 

article is dedicated to taking early steps in this fruitful direction. 

The remainder of this article is divided into two sections. The first offers a brief overview 

of the relevant literature on resistance, both in post-conflict contexts and to neoliberalism more 

generally. It acknowledges the value of this considerable body of work and the important 

insights that it is able to provide. Still, if the concept of resistance is to be of use for 

understanding contemporary peacebuilding processes, it must be suited to the realities of post-

conflict environments and rid of its major internal tensions and inconsistencies. The second 

section of this article therefore explores major points of contention that define the existing 

literature while suggesting possible ways to overcome unresolved impasses. Five issues are 

particularly highlighted: the way resistance is shaped by the interaction of structure and agency, 

the role that intent plays in resistance, the nature of power, the understanding of markets and the 

possibility of emancipation. Each is fundamental to understanding resistance, both in post-

conflict environments and more generally. All must be addressed if the concept of resistance is to 

have any theoretical or empirical value.  

This article can be read within the vein of the ‘secondary critique’3 in current 

peacebuilding literature, as while it accepts many of the arguments put forward by critics of the 

‘liberal peace’ framework and recognizes the important contributions that these have made to 

understanding contemporary peace processes, it also holds that this critical literature itself has 

significant shortcomings. Problematizing resistance provides an excellent lens through which to 

view some of these broader failings, making the arguments presented here relevant to 

contemporary peacebuilding debates more generally.  

 

I. Theorizing Resistance 

Analysing the role of resistance in post-conflict environments is a relatively recent 

scholarly undertaking. Oliver Richmond’s exploration of emancipatory forms of peacebuilding 

that are located at what he terms the ‘local-local’ level, which exists beyond the scope of liberal 

conceptions of society and politics, is a particularly notable example of this trend. For 

Richmond, subjugated knowledges, epistemologies, ontologies and perspectives that are 

marginalized by power, but nevertheless remain able to reformulate political realities through the 

empowerment of disparate and silenced critical agencies, involve everyday forms of resistance 
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that fundamentally undermine, and expose the weaknesses of, the local applications of power 

that characterize peacebuilding, providing space for a ‘post-liberal’ peace based on context, 

subjectivity, consensus and individual understandings of justice, welfare, rights and political 

organization.4 Roger Mac Ginty’s work is also relevant, particularly its recognition of the role 

that resistance plays in a complex web of international compliance methods and co-operation 

incentives, along with local subversion, co-option, non-compliance and alternatives to the 

‘liberal peace’, that shapes the fundamental hybridity of contemporary peace operations.5 While 

Richmond and Mac Ginty adopt a broad approach to post-conflict resistance, other authors, such 

as Mark Duffield6 and Michael Pugh,7 more specifically locate resistance in (post-)conflict 

political economies that violate the tenets of the neoliberal international system and are more 

appropriately suited to local realities. For Pugh, as international actors disavow their governing 

functions, they create a lack of stability in which the subaltern is given space for agency and 

resistance, and this often takes the form of the informal and illicit activities that thrive in the 

absence of essential employment and welfare programs.8 Such work reflects broader trends in 

current peacebuilding literature. Critical approaches to the liberal peace have long turned to ‘the 

local’ in search of alternatives to flawed contemporary orthodoxy, and a number of scholars have 

examined the perspectives of local populations, highlighting the disconnect between these and 

the policies implemented by international actors9 as well as the ‘frictions’ that peacebuilding 

interactions entail.10 The normative goal of emancipation underlines all of these endeavours; the 

study of resistance, insofar as it is able to cast light on how emancipation is strived for or what it 

might entail, is seen as a valuable line of critical enquiry.  

Recent work on post-conflict resistance can be usefully situated within the broader field 

of literature surrounding resistance to neoliberalism more generally. A number of theoretical 

trends can be identified here: neo-Gramscian analyses that aim to outline the contours of existing 

counter-hegemonic forces that can contest and provide alternatives to the cultural hegemony of 

the transnational capitalist class;11 critical theory approaches that attempt to problematize the 

assumptions that define globalization and highlight the historical, social and political 

situatedness of its theories and knowledges for the purposes of transformation;12 postcolonial 

theories that aim to (re)politicize and (re)historicize neoliberal globalization, emphasizing the 

inseparability of economic and cultural domination while acknowledging the importance of 

individual agencies for providing alternatives to the fundamental incompleteness of its 
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universalist logics;13 and feminist analyses that frame globalization in a gendered context and 

reveal the relationship that its functions have for perpetuating and spreading oppressive 

patriarchal hierarchies.14 These forms of resistance are commonly framed in terms of a broad-

based ‘globalization-from-below’ that is sensitive to cultural diversity and a variety of social, 

economic and environmental issues, contesting neoliberal ‘globalization-from-above’ by 

providing alternatives to its failings.15 Karl Polanyi’s description of countermovements,16 Michel 

Foucault’s theories of biopower and governmentality, ‘subjugated knowledges’, ‘tactical 

reversal’, the ‘aesthetics of existence’, ‘self-care’ and ‘technologies of the self’,17 and James C. 

Scott’s emphasis on everyday forms of resistance18 are also useful for conceptualizing resistance 

to neoliberalism, and inform much of the broader literature on the topic. Resistance to 

neoliberalism is not a new concept, and it is important that analyses of how it occurs in post-

conflict contexts do not treat it as such. 

It is impossible to do justice to this broad field of literature in such a brief survey. Still, 

the purpose here is to highlight how the concept of resistance has been adopted by critical 

peacebuilding literature and how the project of exploring resistance to post-conflict 

neoliberalism fits into understandings of resistance to neoliberalism more generally. As 

evidenced, the concept of resistance is informed by a diversity of theoretical approaches, and 

these, from one perspective, contribute to its richness, complexity and flexibility. From a 

different perspective, however, and one that this emphasized here, this diversity threatens the 

coherence and usefulness of resistance as a concept, and therefore demands further scrutiny. The 

remainder of this article is dedicated to such a task. 

 

II. Unresolved Issues 

It would be intellectually problematic to assume that it is possible to combine a diverse 

collection of approaches to resistance without encountering notable points of theoretical 

contention. Like both neoliberalism and peacebuilding,19 the concept of resistance is not without 

its own internal conflicts and inconsistencies, while a notable lack of consensus exists 

surrounding several major conceptual points and, more fundamentally, underlying theoretical 

and epistemological questions. Considering these in a post-conflict context raises further 

difficulties. Five issues are particularly central here: the interaction of structure and agency, the 
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presence of intent, the role of power, the nature of markets and the possibility of emancipation. 

Each is considered in turn. 

 

i. The interaction of structure and agency 

The first major issue raised by the theoretical literature is the extent to which resistance is 

shaped by the interaction of structure and agency. Local agency is, of course, a central focus of 

critical peacebuilding literature, and is rightly viewed as a good that should be maximized by 

peacebuilding processes. The extent to which local agency can inform resistance, however, is 

unclear.  

Scott and Gramsci offer particularly divergent perspectives on this topic: whereas 

Gramsci claims that the consciousness of the oppressed is dominated by a form of hegemony that 

renders them unable to recognize the revolutionary potential of their actions, Scott contends that 

hegemony involves little ideational permeation, with action constrained by power to a far more 

significant extent than thought. Scott’s work therefore rejects accounts that neglect human 

agency in favour of structural factors, emphasizing the range of action and potential for self-

definition—even if shaped, importantly, by economic and other circumstances—that all subjects 

of analysis possess.20 Discounting the importance of structure, however, is intellectually 

hazardous as it effectively defers to a central tenet of neoliberalism: that human beings are free 

from socioeconomic constraints to pursue independent action in accordance with their interests.21 

Structural factors are particularly important in post-conflict environments, as conflict, while not 

entirely limiting the possibility for agency,22 entails dramatic structural transformations of 

everything from individual livelihoods to the legal, institutional and regulatory apparatuses of the 

state. Agency is forced to operate within these structural constraints, and is severely limited by, 

for example, the forced adoption of survival strategies or coping mechanisms. Resistance may 

still be possible in such circumstances, but it is important not to romanticize its potential. 

The interaction of structure and agency points to a more problematic issue that exists at 

the heart of critical peacebuilding literature as a whole: the dichotomization of ‘the international’ 

and ‘the local’ as distinct categories of analysis. The complexities of identity and the profusion 

of international linkages in (post-)conflict environments and beyond means that these categories 

are less discreet than is often suggested, and that the line that divides them constantly fluctuates 

through processes of negotiation and imposition. Attempts to maintain an international/local 
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dichotomy can replicate the essentialism inherent in the (neo)liberal accounts that critical 

literature seeks to oppose, circumscribing and characterizing ‘the local’ as a site of resistance 

that is separate from the power of ‘the international’. It is true that the concept of hybridity 

acknowledges the interaction and mutual influence of ‘the local’ and ‘the international’, and is 

employed to analyze how the two combine and coexist in specific contexts. In doing so, 

however, it still relies on the separation of ‘the local’ and ‘the international’ as distinct categories 

that precede hybridization, partially reaffirming, rather than escaping, their problematic 

dichotomization.23  

The presence of agency, furthermore, many be a necessary cause for resistance, but it is 

not a sufficient one. Scott’s theorization of how resistance can exist in spite of domination should 

not be extrapolated to the Foucauldian notion that resistance is necessarily present wherever 

power exists,24 as such a claim could only be sustained through detailed empirical work 

documenting individual instances of resistance to power in all of its forms and possibly risks 

underestimating its coercive and co-optive capabilities. Again, this also risks adopting a core 

feature of the neoliberal understanding of agency: the assumption that, because power structures 

exist, they are necessarily resisted by those who encounter them, which depoliticizes the subjects 

of analysis by replacing a meaningful definition of agency with ideologically driven 

determinism. It is thus more appropriate to understand power as creating the potential for 

resistance wherever the former remains incomplete; agency is necessary for this potential to be 

realized, but agency must by definition involve the ability to navigate power as one sees fit. This, 

of course, will not always be possible, but in such cases, agency—and therefore resistance—

cannot be said to exist.   

 

ii. The issue of intent 

The issue of intent involves two separate considerations: whether or not the intent of a 

person’s actions, regardless of their consequences, can sufficiently constitute resistance, and 

whether or not the consequences of a person’s actions, regardless of their intent, can do the same. 

Agency is central in the case of the former, as a person’s conscious decision to resist must be 

assigned due significance independently of the ‘success’ of any actions inspired by this decision. 

In many instances, power may be so pervasive, adaptive and durable that attempts at resisting its 



7 

 

 

application will experience little success. Such an attempt, though, is a form of resistance in 

itself, and merits due recognition. 

The role of agency in the latter, however, is more difficult to discern. This is primarily 

because of the fundamental complexity of the nature of intent. For example, actions that are 

commonly seen to fall into this category, such as theft or violence against an official, can be 

understood in two ways: in terms of their immediate benefits (or even non-rational causes), that 

is, the procurement of stolen goods or preventing what is seen as an abuse of authority; and in 

terms of what can be seen as their broader targets, such as established systems of economic 

distribution or political oppression. This second interpretation is especially significant for 

understanding resistance, as abstract concepts are commonly experienced in terms of their 

individual manifestations rather than as the sum of their parts, and are hence resisted as such. 

This is not to imply, of course, that all such actions can be understood in such a way, nor is it to 

justify those that can; instead, it is to acknowledge the complexities of understanding resistance 

as a phenomenon that is subject to the intricacies of human behaviour.25  

The issue of intent thus raises complicated epistemological and methodological questions 

surrounding the authority of an observer to (re)inscribe an action with meaning. Do scholars 

have the ability to signify observed actions as resistance? How does this authority relate to the 

significance ascribed to an action by the person(s) undertaking it? And to what extent can the 

immediate benefits of resistance be extrapolated to broader targets that the person(s) involved 

may not have considered? The ability to ‘speak’ for groups who are marginalized and/or 

oppressed by systems of power has been debated extensively,26 and such questions should not be 

absent from discussions about resistance, whether in post-conflict environments or elsewhere. 

Resistance is not a neutral concept that can be objectively witnessed; intent, like agency, is 

central to its presence, and neither can be separated from the complexities of individual 

experience. Carefully documenting the nature of these experiences is one of the primary tasks of 

the researcher, who must always be aware of the inherent limitations of such an undertaking.  

 

iii. The role of power 

As power is the ultimate target of resistance, it is essential for any understanding of 

resistance to be informed by a complementary approach to power. While the role of power in 

both peacebuilding and neoliberalism is commonly highlighted, the way in which this power is 
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conceptualized is not entirely consistent. It is possible to identify a number of different 

approaches to power within the existing literature on peacebuilding, with the work of, for 

example, Foucault,27 Gramsci,28 Scott29 and post-colonial theorists30 all serving as common 

reference points for critical scholarship. Such approaches, however, are not necessarily 

complimentary. The above discussion of the interaction of structure and agency highlights a 

significant point of contention, and is related to a broader issue about power as, on the one hand, 

a productive force that is exercised through dominant discourses, ideologies and systems of 

knowledge, and, on the other, a negative force that limits the scope of action through the use of 

coercive measures or social, economic and political stratification.31 There is also a lack of 

consensus surrounding the relationships that power involves, with the view that these are diffuse 

and fluid contrasting with more binary, hierarchical understandings.32 Attempting to reconcile 

disparate theories of power has notable limitations, and if these are exceeded without adequate 

explanation, the conceptual viability and coherence of resistance is threatened. 

Points of contention between these approaches to power do not present the only 

conceptual problem for critical peacebuilding literature. Significant problems also surround their 

use individually, the most notable of which concerns their applicability to the contemporary 

international system. While Scott’s work and post-colonial theory seem applicable to 

international attempts to introduce neoliberal reforms in peripheral global spaces, the same is not 

necessarily true for the understandings of power presented by Foucault and Gramsci, neither of 

whom wrote about power at an international level but rather derived their respective theoretical 

insights from specific, and overwhelmingly European, historically situated structures and 

processes. Decontextualizing and dehistoricizing their arguments to provide insights into 

phenomena that they never themselves commented on is not without its dangers, and the 

limitations that such efforts entail deserve further commentary in critical peacebuilding 

literature.33 Some scholars have further questioned the use of Foucault’s work for analyzing such 

topics as power and contemporary neoliberalism; it has been argued, for example, that Foucault 

viewed economic liberalism as coherent with his anti-humanism, and therefore endorsed it for 

the brief period during which his related Collège de France lectures took place,34 and that 

Foucauldian ‘technologies of the self’ have an ambiguous relationship with his understanding of 

technologies of power and cannot be understood in terms of resistance.35 There is, obviously, a 

considerable amount of literature that implicitly rejects such criticisms, but still, they underscore 



9 

 

 

the importance of problematizing widely held understandings of power and resistance before 

applying them in critical endeavours. 

This understanding of power must also be specific to the post-conflict contexts that it is 

used to analyse. Most contemporary theorizations of power were not designed to suit such 

circumstances, raising fundamental questions about their applicability to situations with 

drastically different social, political and economic realities—including varying levels of state 

legitimacy and capacity, social cohesion and international intervention, along with the possibility 

of alternative governance structures and forms of accumulation, dispossession and distribution 

that arose from conflict—than modern European states and societies. It is even difficult to argue 

that power takes the same form in such different (post-)conflict settings as Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, where the international community is seeking to (re)integrate a middle-income, 

formerly authoritarian state into Europe’s ‘core’ from its ‘periphery’, establishing conditions for 

the abuse of public office though a lack of legitimacy, poorly designed political structures and 

economic liberalization efforts;36 Afghanistan, where a highly militarized intervention influences 

and interacts with a decentralized conflict economy with regional dimensions in a weak state 

with high levels of poverty;37 and Angola, where the state directs reconstruction efforts along 

lines that violate international orthodoxy.38 Power, like resistance, takes many forms. It must be 

studied in its specific contexts and manifestations. 

This emphasis on context does not prevent some general characteristics of power in 

contemporary peacebuilding projects from being outlined. As is widely acknowledged, power in 

such an environment can have several different loci, including the peacebuilding and 

development community itself, the state and non-state armed groups, traditional authority 

figures, the market, legal structures and social hierarchies and norms. Each of these can involve 

their own forms of co-option and coercion. Critical peacebuilding literature has done an excellent 

job at exploring these forms of power and their problematic implications.  

Power is not merely confined to formal channels, however, but is also a characteristic of 

informal forms of governance and economic activity that are often pervasive in (post-)conflict 

contexts.39 The existence of these informal power structures complicates distinctions between 

power and resistance, because while they are often sites of resistance to external intervention, 

they are nevertheless characterized by hierarchies and forms of exclusion that can be tied to 

neoliberalism itself. Informal/shadow economies are an excellent example of this, as while they 
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are often seen as major impediments to peacebuilding efforts,40 they rely on international 

markets, are shaped by global capital flows and divisions of labour, are often seen, in their more 

benign form, as a form of ‘local neoliberalism’ and are (re)produced by economic 

liberalization.41 These ambiguities raise two important points about the nature of power. First, 

international/local dichotomies are as inappropriate for understanding power in post-conflict 

environments as they are for understanding peacebuilding more generally. Informal/shadow 

economies are at once ‘local’ and ‘international’, with neither dimension fully comprehensible 

without the other. Second, there is no a priori distinction between the actors and methods 

involved in resistance and those involved in power. What serves as a form of resistance for some 

may—and commonly will—act as a form of power for others. Resistance often adopts the 

techniques and structures of power, blurring the lines between the two and rendering distinctions 

between them subjective.  

A viable theorization of resistance requires a similarly coherent and workable 

understanding of power. Critical literature has done a commendable job exploring the myriad 

ways in which power can become manifest in post-conflict environments, but important issues 

still need to be addressed before this work can provide a solid conceptual foundation for 

resistance. 

 

iv. The nature of markets 

Markets lie at the heart of the neoliberal project. For their proponents, markets possess a 

dual normative value by promoting both individual freedom and economic growth.42 In post-

conflict contexts, of course, they are also assigned the normative function of promoting peace, 

and are seen as intrinsically connected to individual rights, democracy and the rule of law.43 

Critical approaches to peacebuilding have long questioned the desirability of market reforms in 

the aftermath of conflict, and, in the process, have usefully examined alternative local economic 

arrangements that coexist and interact with the formal economic power structures that define 

neoliberalism.44 The problem, however, is that the critical literature lacks a coherent theoretical 

understanding of markets, and much of it fails to free itself from key neoliberal assumptions.45 

Literature on resistance that addresses the nature of markets further complicates this picture, and 

can be subjected to the same criticisms. Such a failing presents significant conceptual limitations 
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for understanding resistance to neoliberalism, both in post-conflict environments and more 

generally. 

Two issues are particularly important in this regard. The first concerns the ontological 

status of markets. Specifically, framing neoliberal economic reforms solely in terms of 

deregulation, privatization, marketization and the large-scale curtailment of the economic 

functions of the state clashes with the Polanyian understanding of markets as politically 

constructed through the artificial separation of economic systems and structures from their social 

roots. Markets are not merely natural, universal phenomena that are uncovered by the retreat of 

the state; rather, they are profoundly shaped by—and wholly rooted in—their specific historical, 

social and political circumstances, and are actively produced and maintained by large-scale state 

intervention that ensures their function. Neoliberalism does not, as is often assumed, involve the 

surrender of state power to the mechanisms of an abstract system of production and exchange 

based on the interaction of supply and demand, but is instead characterized by the dramatic 

redeployment of state power around a regime of private accumulation, dispossession and 

distribution.46 Critical approaches that dichotomize ‘the market’ with ‘the state’ therefore risk 

separating and reifying both concepts while removing them from specific contextual 

circumstances, and furthermore fail to challenge the principle that an apolitical, ahistorical ‘free 

market’ both exists and is what externally driven post-conflict reconstruction efforts seek, 

however successfully, to implement.47 This is not to repeat the argument that contemporary 

peacebuilding processes do not in fact have significant (neo)liberal underpinnings,48 but rather to 

argue that a significant distinction must be made between neoliberalism in its actual and 

idealized forms, and that the ‘free market’ exists solely in the latter.49 Ignoring such a distinction 

involves implicitly accepting a highly ideological neoliberal market ontology, and is a major 

conceptual shortcoming. 

The ontology of markets is particularly significant in post-conflict environments. Conflict 

has transformative effects on local, national, regional and even international economies, and 

these do not simply vanish with the official cessation of hostilities.50 While markets should not 

be seen as natural phenomena that are merely uncovered through institutional and legal reforms, 

it is also important to avoid the idea that markets are constructed ex nihilo in post-conflict 

environments through neoliberal interventionism; instead, the constructive dimensions of post-

conflict neoliberalism interact with existing economic realities shaped by the political economy 
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of the preceding conflict. Critical literature has certainly not neglected the political economy of 

conflict, and several studies have provided valuable empirical insights into how (post-)conflict 

economies function in particular cases.51 Still, as stated above, more focus should be given to 

how power and resistance interact in informal/shadow economies, with a special attention to how 

the economic processes and structures that emerge during conflict, as well as those that predated 

the conflict itself, are tied to broader aspects of global neoliberalism. The concept of hybridity is 

useful here, but, again, the international/local axis that it depends upon is problematic, and the 

power structures, hierarchies and forms of exclusion that characterize local political economies, 

many of which will indeed be shaped by neoliberalism, merit further exploration. All markets are 

constructed, and conflict has historically served as a prominent catalyst for their emergence and 

definition.52 ‘The local’ is not immune to these forces, and enquiring into how it is shaped by 

them in various specific contexts provides a promising route to a market ontology that theories of 

resistance can be adequately grounded in. 

The second important issue is the role that knowledge plays in markets. From the 

‘economic calculation problem’53 to the notion of rational expectations54 and the efficient-market 

hypothesis,55 the idea that markets can aggregate, process and distribute information more 

effectively than any other form of social, political and economic organization is a central 

component of neoclassical economics.56 Recognition of the extent to which knowledge is seen as 

a fundamental component of market activity by neoliberal epistemology, and the significance of 

this as an underlying assumption of the economic models that rationalize and legitimize 

neoliberalism as a desirable political and socioeconomic system, is largely absent within critical 

literature. Indeed, this understanding of markets is not only largely unquestioned in critical 

approaches to neoliberalism, but adopted by them as well. Foucault’s work is the most 

significant in this regard, as the Foucauldian concepts of biopower and governmentality both 

assume that markets function as they do according to idealized neoliberalism: as a medium for 

the efficient transmission and allocation of knowledge. For Foucault, of course, this view of 

markets is relevant not for distributive efficiency, but because of how the supposed impossibility 

of centralized state control over the complexities of a system dominated by rational economic 

actors historically resulted in new technologies of power to influence the characteristics of 

populations and regulate individual behaviour. It is the role of knowledge in markets, for 

Foucault, that presents the central problem from which the production and government of the 
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economic subject—homo economicus—emerges.57 Accepting the neoliberal view of knowledge 

in markets severely circumscribes critiques of neoliberalism as a whole.58 This is a major 

problem that critical literature must seek to overcome.   

How, then, should markets be understood? Such a question is obviously difficult to 

answer, so it is perhaps understandable that the critical literature can be silent or internally 

contradictory on fundamental issues. Based on the critiques presented here, however, a few basic 

principles can nevertheless be outlined. First, all markets are constructed, and must be 

understood in terms of both the forms of power they involve and the specific historical, social 

and political conditions in which they emerge and evolve. In post-conflict environments, these 

conditions will be significantly influenced by violent forms of accumulation, dispossession and 

distribution that (re)insert conflict zones into national, regional and international economic 

systems, and that are themselves tied to the dynamics of global neoliberalism. Much of the 

critical literature has done an excellent job demonstrating this point.59 Second, the state and the 

market do not exist in competition where the expansion of one involves the retreat of the other. 

Instead, they are rather mutually constitutive. Neoliberal markets depend on the state to function, 

and are supported by the refashioning of state power to serve such a purpose. In contemporary 

peace missions, the role of the state in this regard is often filled by international actors who 

oversee neoliberal reforms. Third, the disciplinary power of markets should not be overstated, or 

should be theoretically grounded in a way that questions the neoliberal understanding of the role 

of knowledge in markets. Interrogating the forms of power that markets involve and facilitate is 

of course an essential task, but it should not be done so in a way that reinforces the intellectual 

underpinnings of the system of power itself.  

Until such issues surrounding the nature of markets are resolved, conceptualizing 

resistance to neoliberalism will be a difficult task. 

 

v. Emancipation  

Critical analyses of peacebuilding60 and neoliberal globalization61 commonly assume that 

resistance possesses significant emancipatory potential. This, however, is not necessarily true. 

Even if one accepts the international/local dichotomy around which the contestation of 

neoliberalism is often framed, there are major practical and conceptual difficulties in viewing a 

disparate collection of specific movements and moments as representative of a form of unified 
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global agency that possesses the potential to transform the political economy of the international 

system.62 While it is true, as argued above, that ambiguities arise from the fact that power is 

frequently experienced in its individual manifestations rather than as a coherent whole, it is too 

large a conceptual leap to equate opposition to a particular manifestation of power with a 

complete rejection of power in all of its forms, let alone a broader consensus on how an 

emancipatory social, political and economic order would or should be structured. Of course, 

much of the critical literature on peacebuilding and neoliberalism—particularly the former—

emphasizes subjectivity and contextual specificity over larger (pseudo-)Marxist narratives, but 

such a change of focus does not necessarily strengthen the case for emancipation. There are two 

reasons for this. First, such an approach risks idealizing ‘the local’ as a site of resistance, failing 

to recognize, as argued above, the existence of local power structures as well as the fundamental 

subjectivity and interconnectedness of power and resistance. Eliminating all problematic forms 

of power from a post-conflict environment requires more than altering or extricating ‘the 

international’; it can involve fundamental changes to ‘the local’ itself. Transforming local power 

structures will likely have a certain amount of support within the local population, but could also 

face stern resistance from those who benefit from their existence. Recognizing these divisions 

and the hierarchies and interests they reflect is crucial for (re)politicizing the subjects of 

peacebuilding interventions, and doing so significantly complicates understandings of 

emancipation. 

Second, the theoretical understandings of resistance commonly employed in such a task 

are often at odds with emancipatory goals. The prominence of Foucault in contemporary 

understandings of resistance is particularly noteworthy here, as not only does Foucault’s anti-

humanism render any positive claims about the nature of emancipation problematic, but Foucault 

himself was, at best, ambiguous about the emancipatory potential of resistance, suggesting that it 

is often co-opted in a way that masks domination.63 Polayni, whose work features less in the 

critical literature on peacebuilding than it does in the literature on resistance more generally, 

similarly does not point to emancipation as an outcome of resistance, but rather a situation in 

which the effort to implement economic liberalization is met by and coexists with oppositional 

efforts to re-embed economic activity in its traditional social roots.64 If critical approaches to 

peacebuilding seek to employ the concept of resistance in service of emancipatory goals, they 

must look elsewhere for a theoretical approach that understands resistance in such terms.  



15 

 

 

It is not only the relationship between emancipation and resistance that is problematic; 

the concept of emancipation itself suffers from a lack of normative and definitional clarity. The 

desire to refrain from prescriptive accounts of emancipation is understandable given the 

commitment to respecting context, local ownership and particular understandings of peace and 

justice that much of the critical literature adheres to. The problem, however, is that doing so fails 

to elaborate on exactly what emancipation might entail beyond a vague set of principles that can 

be rooted in Eurocentric understandings of rights and state/society relations.65 Does 

emancipation merely mean trading one external social, economic and political model—

neoliberalism—for another? What if local understandings of emancipation lack the commitment 

to individual rights, justice and freedoms that are often at the heart of critical approaches to 

neoliberalism? In short, will ‘local’ systems, processes and arrangements only be considered 

emancipatory if the outcomes they produce are judged as such according to distinctly non-‘local’ 

criteria? All of this, again, assumes that a ‘local’ understanding of emancipation, even in a single 

context, can be said to exist in the first place, and that competing interests and worldviews within 

‘the local’ do not prevent coherent and shared understandings of emancipation from emerging at 

all. This is a significant assumption, and one that should not be taken for granted. 

Studies of resistance must either delink the concept from emancipation or provide a 

specific theoretical justification for how it can be emancipatory. The conceptual leap from 

resistance to emancipation is too significant to simply be assumed, and where such a connection 

cannot be demonstrated, it must be abandoned.  

 

III. Conclusions 

The concept of resistance has significant potential to provide valuable insights into the 

nature of contemporary peacebuilding processes, particularly given the extent to which the 

neoliberal economic orthodoxy that dominates these has proven to be so unsuitable for post-

conflict environments. If it is to do so, it needs to establish a certain degree of theoretical and 

empirical clarity. This article has sought to contribute to such a task by critiquing how resistance 

is employed to analyse the post-conflict environments, arguing that it is conceptually dangerous 

to combine a broad range of theoretical approaches to understand resistance without 

acknowledging the points of contention that inevitably arise from such a process. The interaction 

of structure and agency, the presence of intent, the role of power, the nature of markets and the 
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possibility of emancipation are all issues that lack consensus or remain unaddressed in existing 

approaches to resistance, particularly in post-conflict contexts, but that are nevertheless central to 

maintaining the coherence and usefulness of resistance and an analytical concept. This article has 

proposed tentative resolutions to each of these issues, but the divergences in the existing 

literature remain. Resistance, like any intellectual concept, must only be employed with due 

critical self-reflection. Anything less threatens to condemn it to irrelevance. 

If resistance is to be maintained as a useful concept for analysing post-conflict 

environments, theoretical work such as this must be complemented by detailed empirical analysis 

that focuses on its specific interactions with power in a wide variety of contexts. Given the 

failures of the neoliberal economic orthodoxy that dominates peacebuilding, the potential value 

of this line of research should not be underestimated. 
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