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Background: 

Can a liberal peacebuilding project enable a positive liberal peace after the military 

conclusion of a civil war in a State? This research explores postwar liberal peacebuilding in the 

Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka after the military conclusion of the civil war against the 

broader context of liberal peace in Sri Lanka. Since the end of the cold-war, liberal peace  has become 

the main  policy framework that has been used by the International Community (IC)  to engage with 

and intervene in conflict ridden states as a means for creating global peace by stabilizing States and 

strengthening global markets (Ikenberry 2009, Sabaratnam  2011:13). The process of this 

interventionist engagement is termed liberal peacebuilding: ‘…defined as those actions undertaken by 

international or national actors to institutionalize peace, understood as the absence of armed conflict 

(“negative peace”) and a modicum of participatory politics (as a component of “positive peace”) that 

can be sustained in the absence of an international peace operation,” (Call and Cousens 2007: 2). In 

May 2009, the Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL) militarily concluded a thirty-year civil war between 

the State and the militant separatist group, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). However, 

the conclusion of the civil war did not result in a genuine initiation of liberal peacebuilding by the 

GoSL, aimed at a resolution of the ethnic conflict.  Neither did it spearhead a positive liberal peace on 

the island. The GoSL was openly antagonistic towards the IC, which pressured it to implement a 

postwar liberal peacebuilding project. There were two peacebuilding projects in postwar Sri Lanka: 

the GoSL’s peacebuilding project and the IC’s liberal peacebuilding project.  

 

Research Problem: 

The inability for a liberal peacebuilding project to enable a positive liberal peace in the 

immediate aftermath of the war in a State is not, in itself, problematic. A negative peace may prevail 

in the immediate postwar circumstances and has been accepted as the better alternative to war until 

the State can be strengthened to institutionalize positive peace under the right conditions. However, in 

postwar Sri Lanka, pre-existing and long standing governance structures for separation of powers 

were dismantled by the GoSL, the options for a resolution of the national question were narrowed, 
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rule of law deteriorated, the State moved towards illiberalism and contested the IC’s efforts for 

peacebuilding.  Yet, resistance, contestation and causing the ultimate collapse have been historically, 

the normative local responses to a liberal peacebuilding project in Sri Lanka. However, Sri Lanka has 

a long history as a State with a liberal framework as well as substantial liberal peacebuilding 

experience. This research problematizes Sri Lanka’s postwar peacebuilding encounter against Sri 

Lanka’s broader context of liberal peace and liberal peacebuilding. It raises the research problem in 

the form of a question as to why, despite a context of liberal peacebuilding learning and a liberal 

peace framework, the postwar liberal peacebuilding project from 2009-2015 could not initiate a 

positive liberal peace in Sri Lanka?  

 

Theoretical Framework: 

The above research problem has been developed from a ‘power based’ critical framework, 

rather than an ‘ideas based’ or a ‘problem solving’ framework (Cox 1981). The international relations 

and liberal peace critical literature emphasize the need to re-examine the assumptions of power, 

epistemologies and ontologies, such as sources of hegemony, historical continuities, local agency and 

the local conceptualization of concepts such as peace that inform a peacebuilding project in a host 

state (Hamati-Ataya 2013, Richmond and Mac Ginty 2014). This research is set within a critical 

theoretical framework of reflexivity that draws on an immediate set of events, the postwar 

peacebuilding encounter between the IC and the GoSL, to question the epistemological frameworks 

and ontological assumptions that dominate liberal peacebuilding in Sri Lanka.  

 

Objectives 

This research has the following objectives: 

1. Analyze the process by which a liberal peacebuilding project  in a host State is 

weakened.  

2. Examine the contextual interface of the State and citizens and concepts of peace 

and agency in a host State in liberal peacebuilding. 

3. Contribute empirical data for theory building and policy formulation. 

 

Methodology: 

Based within a critical methodological framework, this research uses a single-case study to 

explore the repercussions that the engagement between the IC and the GoSL over postwar 

peacebuilding had on liberal peace in Sri Lanka. The research then links the insights drawn from the 

case study to the wider liberal peace context through critical-constructivist analysis. 

 

Preliminary Conclusions: 

The research had made the following preliminary conclusions;  
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1. The IC’s peacebuilding toolbox lacks mechanisms with which to engage with a host State 

that has stepped outside the liberal framework and to learn from past liberal peacebuilding 

learning and experience.  

2. Contextual knowledge, especially historical patterns of governance, and the actualization of 

concepts such as ‘agency’ and ‘peace’ by the citizens are factors of crucial importance when 

embedding a liberal peacebuilding project to a State such as Sri Lanka.  

3. Concepts of ‘agency’ and ‘peace’ are not ontologically stable, as assumed in peacebuilding 

policy and practice. Instead, they take different meanings in States that have been through a 

historical trajectory different to that of States with a backdrop of the Enlightenment.  

4. The universalizing and de-contextualizing of the liberal thesis results in a continual 

epistemological trap for States such as Sri Lanka. It perpetuates a peacebuilding discourse 

within a reformist-solution frame without enabling the exploration of critical options for 

emancipatory social transformations that may point to a resolution of a conflict.  
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