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Abstract

International Relations (IR) scholarship has long debated the design of peacebuilding interventions. Yet
institutional design often reveals little about how peace institutions function in practice. Many institutions
persist despite failing to meet their intended goals, evolving in unanticipated ways. This article asks why
peace institutions endure and what unintended and unforeseen legacies they generate. To centre the political
lives of peace institutions, we advance cross-disciplinary dialogue and draw on historical institutional-
ism. Its core concepts — particularly displacement, layering, drift, and conversion — provide an analytical
lens through which we advance a threefold argument: first, peace institutions follow political trajectories
through which they assume unforeseen roles and acquire new political significance; second, they persist
through change amid failure; and third, institutional change follows patterned trajectories across conflict
junctures. We develop this argument through discussions of peace institutions in four contexts: Angola,
Colombia, Cyprus, and Sri Lanka. These cases anchor the article’s central contribution: demonstrating the
analytical merits of historical institutionalism across diverse peacebuilding settings. Beyond offering a new
impetus for theory building, historical institutionalism also provides cautious hope: peace institutions fre-
quently fall short of their grand ambitions to engineer peace, yet their endurance can generate legacies that
open space for unexpected political change.
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Introduction

The design of institutions that foster lasting peace has been a central concern for both policymakers
and scholars. Yet institutional design often reveals little about how peace institutions actually func-
tion or what political legacies they leave behind. Governance frameworks may look unrecognizably
different from their original design when they hit the ground, especially in messy and violent post-
accord contexts. They are subject to bureaucratization, funding dynamics, and (violent) political
interference. As a result, they often generate unforeseen or unwanted effects.

The existing scholarship struggles to explain a common empirical observation: peace institu-
tions often die hard. To be sure, sometimes peace institutions are formally disbanded or wither away
when they fail to deliver on their promises. Yet in many other instances, they persist — mutating,
becoming entangled with shifting political landscapes, shaping legal and political developments
in unexpected ways and beyond their intended scope, and leaving legacies that cannot easily be
undone. The difficulty in accounting for institutional persistence amid failure is not due to any
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scholarly neglect of institutions. Quite the opposite. Peacebuilding scholarship, from liberal peace
proponents to their critics, has long placed institutions at the centre of analysis. Scholarly con-
tentions, however, have largely centred on institutional architecture and the (in)capacity to effect
structural change. This is evident in debates on statebuilding,! democratic design,” and external
interventions to (re-)build states,” which highlight the tensions between political aims, contested
institutional legitimacy, and the challenges of meeting societal demands for the construction of
state order. These debates typically adopt an instrumental approach, examining institutions as
means to an end and prioritizing the short- and medium-term outcomes of institution-building
in violent post-accord contexts. Despite its contributions, this approach sidelines institutions as
political entities in their own right, with often long-term trajectories and legacies.

This article centres the political lives of peace institutions and advances cross-disciplinary
debates by introducing a historical-institutionalist lens to peace research. It shows that historical
institutionalism adds analytical depth to why peace institutions persist, offering explanatory pat-
terns premised on political system change and institutional navigation rather than on initial design
or general legitimacy.

Historical institutionalism has enriched International Relations (IR) scholarship by provid-
ing a refined analytical vocabulary for how institutions endure global change,* whether through
path dependence or gradual transformation. This literature tends to adopt a broad definition of
institutions as codified rules subject to enforcement, which may take the form of organizational
bodies, but can also relate to laws or policy.” It commonly starts from the observation that complex
(Western) political systems with multiple veto points generate a status quo bias. Transformation
can nevertheless occur through what Mahoney and Thelen® call modes of incremental institu-
tional change, such as the ‘displacement’ of existing rules and organizations by new alternatives, or
the addition of new institutions that leave existing arrangements intact while altering the broader
institutional architecture and the ways in which it structures behaviour (‘layering’). Change can
also occur when institutions remain formally unchanged, either through contextual shifts that alter
their effects (‘drift’) or through actors who reinterpret and enact existing institutions to serve new
purposes (‘conversion’). While these four concepts - layering, displacement, drift and conversion —
are analytically distinct, institutional development in complex and densely layered systems often
proceeds through their entanglement.

This article’s conceptual contribution lies in applying these concepts heuristically to peace-
building contexts, adding an important nuance to (institutional) research. As an analytical lens,
historical institutionalism foregrounds the political trajectory of peace institutions — the politi-
cal jostling within and around them that underpins their perseverance — and the legacies they
create. We advance this contribution through a threefold argument. First, the analytical focus
on longue durée trajectories invites a reappraisal of peace institutions whose short-term lim-
itations amid violence and resurging conflict often distract from their political legacies. Such
legacies include political opportunities, legal frameworks, cooperative spaces, and local governance
structures that they yield over time. Some of these engender unforeseen potentials for peace-
ful transformation. Second, peace institutions survive not through rigid continuity but through
change. As such, their political significance and practical functionality tend to shift over time
(mainly through ‘drift’ and ‘conversior’), yielding outcomes that were not intended or foreseen
at the time of their creation. Third, there are patterns to the institutional change that takes place
in peacebuilding contexts. Crude change dynamics are rarely engendered directly by institutional

'Charles T. Call, “The fallacy of the “failed state”, Third World Quarterly, 29:8 (2008), pp. 1491-1507.

“Sunil Bastian and Robin Luckham (eds), Can Democracy Be Designed? (Zed Books, 2003).

*Roland Paris and Timothy D. Sisk (eds), The Dilemmas of Statebuilding (Routledge, 2009).

*Orfeo Fioretos, ‘Institutions and time in International Relations, in Orfeo Fioretos (ed.), International Politics and
Institutions in Time (Oxford University Press, 2017), pp. 3-36.

*Douglass C. North, Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance (Cambridge University Press, 1990).

®James Mahoney and Kathleen Thelen, ‘A theory of gradual institutional change, in James Mahoney and Kathleen Thelen
(eds), Explaining Institutional Change (Cambridge University Press, 2009), pp. 16-8.
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reform and instead emerge at critical junctures in the evolution of conflict. Displacement of
deep-seated institutions typically follows decisive military victories or violent contextual changes.
More subtle change through drift and conversion is vital in the aftermath of critical junctures,
when peace institutions remain weakly embedded and vulnerable to actors aiming to redirect or
undermine them.

We develop these arguments through four complementary case discussions, focusing on
selected institutions from Cyprus, Colombia, Angola, and Sri Lanka. The selection reflects the
authors’ long-term research expertise, which informs the conceptual contribution, as well as
methodological considerations: it spans four continents and four different types of institutions —
a bi-communal municipality, constitutional court, parliament in a party-state apparatus, and
provincial council. The four cases also encompass diverse histories of violence, colonialism, state
formation, external interventions, and socio-economic welfare. This diversity helps to rebut the
potential critique that historical institutionalism would only be productive in specific peacebuild-
ing settings with rather Western-leaning political systems. At the same time, the cases converge in
their experience of major armed conflict evolving through a sequence of peace accords and violent
escalations over several decades. They therefore invite a longue durée perspective to trace political
trajectories and institutional legacies within troubled histories of (pseudo-)democratic governance.
With this methodological set-up, we do not make comparative claims, nor do we aim to present
ideal types. Instead, the set-up serves our argument that historical institutionalism is relevant for
peacebuilding in vastly diverse institutional contexts. This diversity allows us to observe emerging
explanatory patterns of institutional resilience and legacy-building that may inform future theory
development.

The article’s first half is conceptual and examines how institutions feature in peace scholar-
ship, then introduces analytical lenses from historical institutionalism, and finally outlines caveats
for translating them to peacebuilding. The second half is empirical and applies these lenses
to four cases. We conclude by highlighting the main insights and their potential for further
theory-building.

Revisiting institutions in peace research

States make peace and peace makes states, as Joshi and Mac Ginty” suggest with a twist on
Tilly’s famous dictum. Peacebuilding shapes (inter)national institutional architectures, just as these
architectures shape peacebuilding. IR scholarship has taken this dynamic seriously by placing
institutions at the heart of studies on international order and interstate war.® Institutional frame-
works have been of central concern to peace research too, but primarily in relation to (im)mediate
peacebuilding objectives.

Scholarly attention to institutions gained momentum with internationally led peacebuilding
interventions in the 1990s and the concurrent rise of the ‘liberal peace’ agenda. This body of work
placed institutional design at the heart of peacebuilding, focusing on which forms of state gov-
ernance, electoral systems and juridical frameworks best promote peaceful outcomes — and what
process of arriving at such a design has the best chance of success. As a result, there is a well-
established literature on constitutional reform, power-sharing and different models of democracy
in relation to (violently) divided societies.” The diagnosis of ‘failed’ or ‘collapsed’ states in the Global
South yielded a plethora of academic interventions on ‘statebuilding’ and the role of external actors

"Madhav Joshi and Roger Mac Ginty, ‘Peacemaking as statebuilding, Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding, 19:5
(2025), pp. 651-76.

®Fioretos, ‘Institutions and time in International Relations’; Antonia Witt, ‘Beyond formal powers, Review of International
Studies, 48:4 (2022), pp. 626-45.

® Andrew Reynolds (ed), The Architecture of Democracy (Oxford University Press, 2002); Sujit Choudhry (ed), Constitutional
Design for Divided Societies (Oxford University Press, 2008); Jeffrey Herbst, States and Power in Africa (Princeton University
Press, 2014).
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in strengthening the governing apparatus of conflict-ridden states,'” along with myriad calls to
expand or rethink these interventions."!

Critics have challenged liberal peacebuilding paradigms for replicating Western models of state—
society relations as normative templates, imposing simplistic categories of strong or weak institu-
tions.'? They highlighted the lack of local awareness; orientalist assumptions; hubris about shaping
political outcomes; counterproductive tendencies towards militarization; and the irony that pur-
portedly liberal interventions often produce illiberal outcomes."”” Amid critiques of Western norm
imposition and overreaching designs, some authors argued that peacebuilding should first focus
on securing the institutional capacity of the state to then be followed by reforms towards elec-
toral democracy and economic deregulation.'* Over the past two decades, the scholarly verdict on
statebuilding and the international peace architecture remains sobering, however."* The externally
supported (or imposed) creation of peace institutions often proves ineffective, politically vexed,
and normatively ambiguous at best.

Yet, this record of failure does not mean peacebuilding institutions are without impact. While
some are disbanded or collapse quickly, many others integrate with local institutional landscapes,
become targets of co-optation, or serve as focal points for counter-mobilization. Recent contri-
butions to peace research engage more directly with the political realities of peacebuilding'® and
move beyond institutional design to examine the political (ab)use of institutions in practice'’: how
they are shaped, contested, and reinterpreted on the ground. Scholarship on hybrid orders under-
lines how the everyday workings of governance often diverge from their intended design.'® Formal
state and peacebuilding institutions operate within broader, often messier landscapes of informal
institutions. The concept of ‘hybridity’ captures the blending of local and international, liberal and
illiberal, and state and non-state forms of order, expanding peace research to include informal
norms, traditions, localized governance, and the governing practices of insurgent movements. The
rebel governance literature adds that insurgent experimentation with governance not only over-
laps with state structures but also generates alternative institutional orders intended to supplant
the state itself.' Together, this work underscores the multiple points of contact and entanglement
between informal orders and externally promoted peacebuilding institutions.

These reflections shed light on the puzzle that we started with: peacebuilding institutions
often fall short of their intended goals, generating widespread frustration, yet they persist by
accumulating new functions. Of course we see peacebuilding institutions fail — the challenges
are insurmountable and the politics a quagmire. Of course we see frustration — the results
are disappointing. And of course institutions take on new functionalities - implementation is

' Ashraf Ghani and Clare Lockhart, Fixing Failed States (Oxford University Press, 2008).

"Nicolas Lemay-Hébert, ‘Statebuilding without nation-building?, Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding, 3:1
(2009), pp. 21-45.

Susanna Campbell, David Chandler, and Meera Sabaratnam (eds), A Liberal Peace? (Zed Books, 2011).

B Paris and Sisk (eds), The Dilemmas of Statebuilding; David A. Lake, The Statebuilder’s Dilemma (Cornell University Press,
2016); Joe Gazeley, “The strong “weak state”, Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding, 16:3 (2022), pp. 269-86.

“David Chandler, International Statebuilding (Routledge, 2010).

5Sandra Pogodda, Oliver P. Richmond, and Gézim Visoka, ‘Counter-peace, Review of International Studies, 49:3
(2023), pp. 491-512.

"Lisa Strémbom, Isabel Bramsen, and Anne Lene Stein, ‘Agonistic peace agreements?, Review of International Studies, 48:4
(2022), pp. 689-704.

Séverine Autesserre, Peaceland (Cambridge University Press, 2014); Mandy Turner, ‘Peacebuilding as counterinsurgency
in the Occupied Palestinian Territory), Review of International Studies, 41:1 (2015), pp. 73-98.

"8Suthaharan Nadarajah and David Rampton, ‘The limits of hybridity and the crisis of liberal peace, Review of International
Studies, 41:1 (2015), pp. 49-72; Roger Mac Ginty and Oliver P. Richmond, ‘The fallacy of constructing hybrid political orders,
International Peacekeeping, 23:2 (2016), pp. 219-39; Diana Suhardiman, John Bright, and Casper Palmano, “The politics of legal
pluralism in the shaping of spatial power in Myanmar’s land governance), Journal of Peasant Studies, 48:2 (2021), pp. 411-35.

' Ana Arjona, Rebelocracy: Social Order in the Colombian Civil War (Cambridge University Press, 2016); Kasper Hoffmann
and Judith Verweijen, ‘Rebel rule: A governmentality perspective, African Affairs, 118:471 (2019), pp. 352-74.
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murky in such contexts. In other words, scholarship clearly shows that peacebuilding institu-
tions often do not live up to expectations, attributing their failure to the complexity of their
mission and to the institutional, political, legal, and social contexts in which they operate. Fair
enough.

But there is scope to expand on these insights, to study institutions in and of themselves, as
entities that chart their own paths and generate their own governance dynamics. Institutions cre-
ate their own interests. They shape avenues for political contention. They necessitate bureaucracies
with people, careers, resources, and procedures. All of these are legitimized under formal insti-
tutional mandates but, simultaneously, institutions engage with informal norms and orders, and
develop their own imperatives. Peacebuilding institutions lend themselves to alternative, or rival,
political pursuits. Common citizens in war-torn societies know this, as do peace scholars. Yet, curi-
ously, much of the peacebuilding literature has settled on questions of institutional design, capacity
building and endless drives to resolve (what are seen to be) implementation problems.

To place institutions themselves, their political lives, at the heart of the analysis, a different
conceptual language is required. We find this language in historical institutionalism, which, as
IR scholars have amply demonstrated,” accounts for the persistence of institutions amid major
contextual shifts and the legacies they produce despite perceived failures. Translating historical
institutionalism from the original subject matter (the political dynamics around bureaucracies in
well-established Western democracies) to war-ridden societies necessitates some adjustment and
reflection, though. We will turn to this after introducing the conceptual vocabulary in the next
section.

Historical institutionalism as an analytical lens

Historical institutionalism is a strand of institutionalism that originated in political science and
public administration to examine how institutions endure and evolve through the interplay of
continuity and change.” Traditionally, historical institutionalism is associated with the concept
of path dependence - the self-reinforcing ‘lock-in’ of institutions — which produced a strong ana-
lytical emphasis on continuity. Change, then, was typically attributed to exogenous shocks that
disrupt institutions, enabling powerful political actors to alter historical trajectories. This frames
continuity and change in terms of (institutional) structure versus political agency.?

Conceptual developments in historical institutionalism, however, have increasingly emphasized
that institutional change often unfolds incrementally, and sometimes quietly, behind a fagade of
continuity rather than through overt reformist interventions.” This perspective highlights endoge-
nous (institution-internal) processes of change, showing how institutions endure because of, rather
than despite, transformation over time. It shifts the focus from institutions as path-dependent rule-
sets to the political legacies of historical struggles, shaped by conflict, compromise, and evolving
power relations.?* Institutions are often fraught with tension, reflecting unfinished compromises
between dominant and subordinate groups, and are embedded in overlapping arrangements
that generate diverse and often unforeseen effects.”” These endogenous dynamics in complex
environments drive change, and institutions survive through active adaptation, not rigidity.

2Robert O. Keohane, ‘Observations on the promise and pitfalls of historical institutionalism in international relations) in
Fioretos (ed), International Politics and Institutions in Time (Oxford University Press, 2017), pp. 321-36.

*'Mahoney and Thelen, A Theory of gradual institutional change’; Jacob S. Hacker, Paul Pierson, and Kathleen Thelen,
‘Drift and conversion, in James Mahoney and Kathleen Thelen (eds), Advances in Comparative-Historical Analysis (Cambridge
University Press, 2015), pp. 180-208.

“Paul Pierson, Politics in Time (Princeton University Press, 2004); Giovanni Capoccia and R. Daniel Kelemen, “The study
of critical junctures, World Politics, 59:3 (2007), pp. 341-69.

Hacker, Pierson, and Thelen, ‘Drift and conversion, p- 182.

**Mahoney and Thelen, ‘A theory of gradual institutional change, pp. 7-9.

*Pierson, Politics in Time.
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We now briefly introduce the key terms advanced by these interventions to clarify the analytical
lenses they offer for studying peacebuilding institutions.

Political system and institutional design

Historical institutionalists commonly discuss two contextual conditions as crucial for institutional
reform and development: the status quo bias of the political system and the rule design.

Status Quo Bias refers to the tendency of political systems towards institutional continuity.
Historical institutionalism highlights several systemic barriers to far-reaching institutional reform:
powerful vested interests that benefit from existing arrangements; collective action problems; insti-
tutional ‘hardwiring’ against future reforms (e.g. in law); and fears of ‘collateral damage’ that
may ripple across interconnected institutions.”® These barriers increase the status quo bias and
push change agents towards pursuing gradual, endogenous change rather than outright revision.
Status quo bias is particularly strong in polarized or gridlocked systems with high legislative
barriers, where reform is difficult.”” In this article, status quo bias highlights the institutional
environment, veto points, and organized interests that shape the bandwidth of peacebuilding
reforms.

Rule Design refers to the degree of precision with which institutional rules are specified. Where
status quo bias channels actors towards pursuing change from within existing arrangements,
rule precision shapes the opportunities for institutional reinterpretation and transformation.”
Ambiguous rules concerning an institution’s mission or modus operandi often reflect negotiated
compromises. Such ambiguity invites strategic reinterpretation during implementation, turning,
for example, courts and bureaucracies into arenas of political contestation. Precise rules, on the
other hand, reduce ambiguity and ease enforcement, yet also limit the flexibility in the face
of unforeseen developments. Rule design thus straddles the combined imperative of preventing
(undesired) appropriation and the (desired) ability to adapt. As an analytical vocabulary for the
present article, it prompts questions about the precision of peace institutions’ mandates and their
scope for strategic reinterpretation.

Four modes of endogenous institutional change

Against the background of the political system (extent of status quo bias) and rule design (level of
precision), historical institutionalists identify four modes of endogenous change.

1. Displacement occurs when existing rules or institutions are supplanted by new ones.”” While
displacement may accompany major reforms and institutional breakdown, it can also unfold grad-
ually as new institutions are introduced that directly compete with older ones, eroding their
authority and crowding them out. An incumbent administration may lack the power (or polit-
ical appetite) to dismantle an established department, but it can create a new authority with a
closely related mandate that renders the existing body increasingly redundant. Displacement is
successful when supporters of the old institution are unable to prevent defection to the new rules.
Displacement directs our attention to what is arguably the principal mode of change envisaged
by many peacebuilding reforms, namely the supplanting of the formal and informal institutions
that sustain violent conflict. Conversely, displacement may also describe how spoilers establish
alternative institutions that circumvent, challenge, and marginalize existing peace institutions.

2. Layering occurs when new rules or bodies are added to existing institutions, altering their
functioning without displacing them.*® A political party with an austerity agenda may be unable

*Hacker, Pierson, and Thelen, ‘Drift and conversion; p. 188.

“Wolfgang Streeck and Kathleen Thelen (eds), Beyond Continuity (Oxford University Press, 2005).
Hacker, Pierson, and Thelen, ‘Drift and conversion, p. 189.

*Mahoney and Thelen, ‘A theory of gradual institutional change, p. 16.

**Kathleen Thelen, How Institutions Evolve (Cambridge University Press, 2004).
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to dismantle a public pension system or introduce a rival one, but by supplementing it with vol-
untary schemes, it can gradually transform the public system over time.”" Unlike displacement,
layering does not introduce competing institutions to render existing ones redundant or defunct,
but adds new rules, bodies, or mandates to existing institutions that continue to function. These
additions may change the logic of the original institution — but existing institutions can also adapt,
absorb, or render new layers ineffective. Layering can capture change when spoilers are able to
preserve institutions against peace reforms and peacebuilders instead work within the existing
institutional system by adding new elements whose cumulative effects are expected to reshape
existing institutions.

3. Drift occurs when institutions remain formally unchanged while shifts in context alter their
effects.” If urbanization propels a major shift in the spatial demography of electoral preferences,
a deliberate refusal to update the boundaries of electorates will tilt electoral outcomes.” Drift
thus concerns deliberate political inaction: the avoidance of updating formal rules in the face of
changing circumstances.* Status quo bias amid environmental change is often attributed to reform
deadlock, yet the failure to update institutions does not necessarily reflect political paralysis. It can
be a strategic choice, as changing contexts alter the role, authority, or effects of existing institutions.
Drift is particularly relevant to peacebuilding, given that societies affected by conflict often undergo
profound transformations. It foregrounds how institutions navigate such changes and the political
struggles surrounding institutional inaction, through which their effects may be recalibrated.’

4. Conversion occurs when political actors reinterpret and enact institutions in ways that rede-
ploy them towards purposes beyond their original intent.’* Mahoney and Thelen” cite the YMCA’s
transformation from a missionary movement into a community organization. Like drift, and
unlike displacement and layering, conversion does not entail the introduction of new institutions.
Whereas drift operates through contextual change and institutional inaction, conversion combines
formal institutional continuity with substantive change by exploiting ambiguities in existing insti-
tutional design. Conversion reminds us that institutions are multipurpose tools that often allow
considerable leeway in how rules and objectives are interpreted, generating contested and often
unforeseen outcomes — especially when actors outside the coalition that created them succeed in
tweaking the rules.”®® Through our analytical lens, conversion sheds light on how peacebuilders,
politicians, and bureaucrats jostle over the interpretation and enactment of peace institutions.

Towards a heuristic lens

Historical institutionalists argue that these conditions and modes converge into distinct clusters of
endogenous change, as summarized in Figure 1.”

Short Description: Four named change types fill a two by two grid, set against discretion level
across the top and veto strength down the side.

In political systems with high status quo bias, where actors wield strong veto power over rule
changes, drift and layering tend to dominate. Which of the two prevails depends on rule design.
Where rule interpretation and enforcement are highly discretionary, drift becomes more likely;
where discretion is limited by more precise rules, change is more likely to proceed through layering.
By contrast, where veto possibilities are weak, institutional change is more likely to take the form

*'Mahoney and Thelen, ‘A theory of gradual institutional change p. 20.

*acob S. Hacker and Paul Pierson, Winner-Take-All Politics (Simon & Schuster, 2010).
*Mahoney and Thelen, ‘A theory of gradual institutional change, p. 17.

**Hacker, Pierson, and Thelen, ‘Drift and conversion;, p. 184.

**Pierson, Politics in Time.

*Hacker, Pierson, and Thelen, ‘Drift and conversion, pp. 195-8; Thelen, How Institutions Evolve.
*’Mahoney and Thelen, ‘A theory of gradual institutional change, p. 18.

*Thelen, How Institutions Evolve.

**Mahoney and Thelen, ‘A theory of gradual institutional change, pp. 18-22.
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Characteristics of the targeted institution
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Figure 1. Overview of key terms in historical institutionalism with regard to endogenous change (adapted table from
Mahoney and Thelen, 28, reproduced with permission).

of conversion when rule design allows for reinterpretation, or displacement when opportunities for
reinterpretation are limited.

These clusters are ideal types, however, as institutional change rarely unfolds in isolation.
Institutions operate within overlapping environments characterized by varying levels of rule pre-
cision and veto power. This is particularly evident in peacebuilding, which grapples with formal
and informal institutions interacting across local, national, regional, and international scales. As a
result, different modes of change may coexist, overlap, or become entangled.

The perspective and scale of analysis also matter. Within a health ministry, the creation of a new
legal instrument that bypasses existing regulations may appear as displacement. Yet when viewed
from the perspective of broader national governance, the same reform may be better understood
as a new layer of rules within the health sector. Similarly, the introduction of democratic insti-
tutions through peacebuilding may displace certain authoritarian decision-making procedures
while simultaneously appearing as layering: the addition of a new political arena to a gridlocked
constellation of formal and informal institutions through which violent conflict evolves.

In our view, this does not weaken the analytical value of historical institutionalism. Rather, it
suggests that these modes are best understood not as universal distinctions or deterministic mod-
els, but as a heuristic analytical vocabulary. They allow us to identify and contrast institutional
trajectories and legacies amid the ebb and flow of peacebuilding across contexts, provided they are
carefully adapted to the premises of each case (e.g. displacement in relation to what?).

Historical institutionalism in peacebuilding contexts

Translating core concepts of historical institutionalism from studies of governance in Western
democracies to peacebuilding contexts requires some conceptual reflection. Conflict-ridden soci-
eties do not necessarily exhibit ‘weak’ formal institutions. Advanced constitutional traditions may
well coexist with protracted political violence, as Comaroff and Comaroff*® note in formerly col-
onized contexts. The ‘postcolony, they argue, tends to produce a state that is simultaneously
‘hyperpresent’ — through bloated bureaucratic apparatuses or militarized security institutions —
and absent from people’s everyday lives, for example, due to the neoliberal privatization of wel-
fare. This duality gives rise to ‘counterfeits of legality’ that blur the boundaries between licit
and illicit (dis-)order. In such contexts, legal procedures, citizenship, and civil society are not
staple institutional entitlements but contingent claims continuously reworked through political
negotiation.*!

“Jean Comaroff and John L. Comaroff, ‘An introduction, in Jean Comaroff and John L. Comaroff (eds), Law and Disorder
in the Postcolony (University of Chicago Press, 2006), pp. 1-56.
*'Veena Das and Deborah Poole (eds), Anthropology in the Margins of the State (Oxford University Press, 2004).
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Peacebuilding contexts are typically marked by a convergence of formal and informal institu-
tions, shaped by postcolonial state formation, permeated by logics of violence, and far removed
from Weberian ideals of bureaucratic order - yet still capable of producing social order. Peace
institutions are often introduced into institutional landscapes that are already hybrid, where they
must navigate centralized state logics while engaging with diverse, localized governance arrange-
ments.*” This does not mean these institutions lack presence, relevance, or functionality; rather,
they operate within governance systems marked by additional layers of complexity, even relative
to already highly intricate, consolidated Western liberal democracies.

While the strategic creation of a new ministry is a conventional example of displacement in
historical-institutionalist literature, the emergence of insurgent state institutions (as with the Tamil
Tigers), the declaration of a new republic (as in Northern Cyprus), or the establishment of an entire
postcolonial state apparatus (as in Angola) demand conceptual stretching. All of these examples
may be analysed as displacement, but their analysis warrants greater attention to informal-formal
blending and to the heightened stakes of governing amidst violence. Compared to the conventional
focus of historical institutionalism, the contexts we study harbour more radical variance in status
quo bias and more drastic ruptures. These dynamics are not about winning or losing an election,
about shifting public resources or about warping controversial legislation. They involve all that,
but they also involve accountability for war crimes, revolutionary movements, new constitutions,
redrawing of territory and redefining the foundations of citizenship. Moreover, there is often a large
degree of international involvement, be it through the operations of external militaries or foreign
donors leaving a significant imprint on public expenditure. Attention to institutional trajectories
and legacies thus calls for widening the focus to encompass formal and informal structures (e.g.
elite networks or rebel rule), official norms of judicialization and social grievance mechanisms,
as well as practices of collaboration, contestation, and mobilization within, outside, and across
formalized institutions.

And yet, we posit, the basic tenets of historical institutionalism can be applied. Despite the polit-
ical whirlwind that war-torn polities may sometimes appear to be, the rubric of state failure sells
the governing institutions of these countries short. And so does the tendency to attribute failure to
implementation problems and contextual difficulties. Historical institutionalism reminds us that -
sometimes quite subtle, bureaucratic or technical - institutional dynamics play a significant role in
peacebuilding contexts.

Four case studies

We now turn to our case discussions in Cyprus, Colombia, Angola, and Sri Lanka. Each sec-
tion revisits long-standing qualitative research by the respective author through the lens of
historical institutionalism. Each case certainly has a complex peacebuilding history that has been
analysed from different theoretical angles by extensive scholarship. These empirical sections do
not seek to rival existing theoretical accounts of these conflicts but to show how the analytical
vocabulary of historical institutionalism expands the interpretative scope in each case and in peace
research more broadly.

Cyprus: the renewed relevance of a bi-communal constitution

Cyprus’s governance landscape is fractured between a (mainly) Greek Cypriot South, now an EU
member state, and a (mainly) Turkish Cypriot North, a self-declared state under effective Turkish
control. Yet the island formally remains grounded in a bi-communal constitution designed to inte-
grate both communities. This leaves many institutions stuck, splintered, or seemingly defunct -
despite still operating. This case zooms in on the political lives of two interconnected institutions:

“’Gwen Burnyeat, The Face of Peace (University of Chicago Press, 2022).
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key clauses of the 1960 Constitution of Independence and the bi-communal municipal arrange-
ments of the capital Nicosia. Through them, we show how historical institutionalism helps explain
the survival of governance within a dysfunctional constitutional framework: institutional displace-
ment in the 1970s and 1980s during the era of partition, followed by drift, conversion, and layering
in subsequent decades. Taken together, these processes reveal how institutions creatively adapt,
assume new functions far removed from their original design, and open spaces for collaborative
governance across conflict cleavages.

The animosity between the Greek Cypriot majority and Turkish Cypriot minority inhabiting
the island is steeped both in the historical process of colonial state formation and in the broader
regional stand-off between Greece and Turkey. The 1960 Constitution of the Republic of Cyprus
was a compromise that failed to satisfy the political ambitions of both communities. The complex
power-sharing agreement required cooperation between Greek and Turkish Cypriots at virtually
all levels of government. Yet, this cooperation was short-lived. Constitutional constraints were
unable to tame the forces of ethnopolitical animosity, and in 1963, violence broke out between
the two communities. As a result of the violence, Turkish Cypriot elected officials and civil ser-
vants were unable to continue occupying their positions (or made a demonstrative withdrawal),
leaving the Republic of Cyprus under exclusive Greek Cypriot control. Because the Constitution
required bi-communal cooperation in running the government - including the municipalities —
without Turkish Cypriot participation, a legal impasse emerged. The Supreme Court decided that
the (now mono-communally enforced) Constitution should remain in place, however.” The deci-
sion reflected a strong status quo bias: although the Constitution no longer functioned as originally
intended, it continued to underpin the Republic’s international legitimacy. Formally replacing or
amending it risked triggering a constitutional crisis and calling the very existence of the Republic
into question.**

The legal impasse quickly became a political blockade: by withdrawing from their posts, Turkish
Cypriot officials effectively activated their veto power, since every municipal decision required their
explicit agreement.” Their absence made constitutional compliance impossible and left munic-
ipalities unable to deliver basic services, a blockage that even a state of emergency could not
circumvent (declaring it required Turkish Cypriot consent). Administrative paralysis thus turned
into a weapon within the broader conflict. Institutional layering onto the Constitution offered a
way around a political system gridlocked in inter-communal conflict: the Supreme Court formally
retained the Constitution but simultaneously introduced a new rule known as the doctrine of
necessity. The doctrine allowed officials to deviate from the letter of the law in cases of ‘imper-
ative and inevitable necessity), ‘in order to ensure the very existence of the State’*® The continuous
running of the government, even in the absence of Turkish Cypriots, constituted such a neces-
sity. Through this decision, the Supreme Court effectively endorsed the continued operation of the
government — including the municipalities — under exclusive Greek Cypriot control, contrary to
the letter of the Constitution, a state of affairs that persists to this day. The need for layering and
the retention of the doctrine of necessity became even more evident following the 1974 Turkish
invasion of the island and the unilateral declaration of independence of the Turkish Republic of
Northern Cyprus (TRNC) in 1983.

The Turkish invasion in 1974 marked the apotheosis of a violent process of population exchange,
with Greek Cypriots being displaced to the south of the island and Turkish Cypriots to the north.
The split between North and South comprised a hard and highly militarized divide that only very
few people were able to cross. Soon after, Turkish Cypriots established parallel institutions to those

* Attorney-General of the Republic v. Mustafa Ibrahim and Others (1964) CLR 195.

*Kudret Ozersay, “The excuse of state necessity and its implications on the Cyprus conflict, Perceptions, 9:4
(2004), pp. 31-71.

“Nasia Hadjigeorgiou and Nikolas Kyriakou, ‘Entrenching hegemony in Cyprus, in Yaniv Roznai and Richard Albert (eds),
Constitutionalism under Extreme Conditions (Springer, 2020), pp. 291-312.

* Attorney-General of the Republic v. Mustafa Ibrahim and Others.
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of the Republic of Cyprus. These new realities on the ground also altered the effects of the consti-
tutional provisions retained in 1964. Article 173 of the Constitution provided two sets of elected
officials (Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots), who would cooperate to jointly administer the
largest municipalities of the Republic, including Nicosia. After 1983, however, the context changed
and the city was effectively administered in two halves divided by a frontline: Greek Cypriots run-
ning the municipality of (south) Nicosia in the Republic of Cyprus and Turkish Cypriots running
the municipality of (north) Nicosia within the TRNC. The constitutional rules relating to munic-
ipalities were deliberately kept in place, even in divided Nicosia. These contextual shifts clearly
changed how the municipal administration functioned. Keeping the bi-communal set-up alive thus
engendered drift, creating a rare situation in which cross-divide cooperation between Greek and
Turkish Cypriot officials — each working for their respective ‘municipality’ of Nicosia - became
possible once again.

Since collaboration between Greek and Turkish Cypriot officials in matters relating to the
municipality was provided for in the Constitution, joint projects between the two mayors of Nicosia
became both legally acceptable and politically palatable. While the adherence to the bi-communal
rule design afforded drift towards Greek-Turkish cooperation amid conflict escalation, this col-
laboration soon evolved beyond the original mandate. The Greek Cypriot-controlled and Turkish
Cypriot-controlled municipalities of Nicosia began to reinterpret their roles in ways that diverged
fundamentally from what the Constitution had envisioned. Operational practices gradually shifted,
producing endogenous institutional change that can be described as conversion. Reaching across
the divide was no longer simply a nuisance in addressing the inhabitants’ needs. It became the
purpose.

The two mayors of Nicosia restarted their cooperation in 1978, when they agreed to the joint
operation of the Mia Milia Sewage plant for the benefit of both sides. Although the mayors were
clearly pioneers in that they were willing to even consider bi-communal cooperation, especially
so soon after the Turkish invasion and the resulting split of the country, the rationale for the joint
project resembled the wording of the 1960 Constitution. In the words of UNDP Cyprus, the project
was ‘a perfect example of bi-communal cooperation between sewerage engineers from both sides,
with main objective the provision of the best possible service to both communities of Nicosia’*’
The 1978 sewage plant was replaced in 2013 by a new wastewater treatment plant built next to
the original site. This time, the main rationale behind the joint project was not only to provide
better service to the public, but also promoting trust-building between the two communities. This
was clearly articulated through the title of the promotional video that accompanied the project:
‘Wastewater brings communities together’*®

A more recent example of a trust-building project implemented by the two Nicosia munic-
ipalities is the agreement to extend the linear park that has been formed parallel to the
Pedieos/Kanlidere river in the south part of Nicosia, to the north.*’ In this instance, there was no
pressing need for cooperation between the two Nicosia municipalities, as the purpose of the project
(the creation of the park) was less urgent than the handling of waste. Yet, the two mayors opted to
take the project under their wing and push for its implementation. This suggests that cooperation
between the two municipalities, provided for in Article 173(3) of the Constitution, has moved well
beyond its original purpose. In the words of the Greek Cypriot mayor in a joint appearance with

“UNDP, ‘Working Together for the People of Nicosia: The New Nicosia Wastewater Treatment Plant, (2013), avail-
able at: {https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/migration/cy/NNWWTP_Brochure_25March2014.pdf}, accessed
25 June 2025.

“UNDBP, ‘Cyprus: Wastewater Brings Communities Together: The New Nicosia Waste Water Treatment Plant, (2013), avail-
able at: {https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g0bGsIr-_Yc&list=PLawLQVO0c6EBH17p00-g-bnKVxAbwhCTRW &index=6},
accessed 25 June 2025.

“KNews, ‘Historic Linear Park to Unite Divided Nicosia by 2026}, (2025), available at: {https://knews.kathimerini.com.cy/
en/news/historic-linear-park-to-unite-divided-nicosia-by-2026}, accessed 25 June 2025.
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his Turkish Cypriot counterpart in 2024, ‘bicommunal cooperation at the city level [is important
because] that could pave the way for a settlement of the Cyprus problem’™

The intertwined institutional trajectories of the ‘doctrine of necessity’ and bi-communal munic-
ipal cooperation in Nicosia show that institutional layering helped stabilize the governance
architecture and avert state collapse when outright political reform to advance peace was not feasi-
ble. At the same time, maintaining bi-communal rules — despite the severe governance challenges
they posed — opened space for cooperation across the divide: first as the tacit continuity of basic
service provision (drift) and later, through acts of conversion, as a deliberate form of political
engagement.

Colombia: the constitutional court as a guardrail of peacebuilding

Colombia has seen the creation of more peace institutions than almost any other context. Since
1984, roughly 35 peace agreements®' have generated more than five dozen implementing bodies.**
Colombia’s expanding ‘thicket’ of peace institutions is frequently dismissed as overly bureaucratic
and politically weak — but there is more to the story. This section traces the Constitutional Court’s
trajectory to show why institutional resilience matters in the face of belligerent politics: it generated
a lasting legacy of guardrails for peacebuilding reforms and institutions. Importantly, the Court’s
national and international prominence® emerged not by design but through institutional change
against considerable political odds.

The Court originated in Colombia’s first major attempt to build comprehensive peace. By
the 1980s, successive administrations faced growing pressure to negotiate with guerrilla groups
and reform a political system long dominated by Liberal and Conservative elites who routinely
relied on states-of-siege exceptions to sustain exclusionary rule. President Gaviria convened a
National Constituent Assembly, framing it as a ‘peace pact’ to reform state institutions that were
clearly unable to confront escalating violence driven by drug cartels and paramilitary forces.*
The Assembly marked an unprecedented break with elite politics by incorporating a broad range
of societal sectors. Its outcome, the 1991 Constitution, introduced a new institutional architec-
ture, including an expanded catalogue of fundamental rights; the tutela as an expedited legal
mechanism through which citizens could protect constitutional rights; the Defensoria del Pueblo
(Ombudsman’s Office) to promote human rights and offer a non-judicial complaint mechanism;
and, most notably, the Constitutional Court.

But implementation faltered, the country entered one of its bloodiest decades, and the per-
ception grew that, in Colombia, ‘beautiful political discourses” too often ring hollow. From a
historical-institutionalist perspective, this can be traced to two neuralgic veto points. First, the
Colombian state expanded slowly and unevenly across its territory, leaving many regions under
localized governance structures shaped by armed insurgency and illegal economies.”® A central-
ized bureaucratic state has long coexisted with localized political orders ruled by caudillos —
strongmen who, often in alliance with political elites and armed groups, co-opted newly cre-
ated democratic institutions at the local level and orchestrated the systematic killing of political

50Cyprus News Agency, ‘Prountzos-Harmanci Stress Importance of City-Level Cooperation for Cyprus Issue, (2024),
available at: {https://www.cna.org.cy/en/article/7370579/prountzos-harmanci-stress-importance-of-city-level-cooperation-
for-cyprus-issue}, accessed 25 June 2025.

*'Joshi and Mac Ginty, ‘Peacemaking as statebuilding

**No official figure exists; estimates are based on the authors’ research and would increase markedly if international and
regional actors were included as well.

**Katrin Mehrhof, ‘Building a bridge between reality and the constitution, International Journal of Constitutional Law, 13:3
(2015), pp. 714-32.

*David Rampf and Diana Chavarro, “The 1991 Colombian National Constituent Assembly), Inclusive Political Settlements
Paper, 1 (Berghof Foundation, 2014), p. 6.

*Julieta Lemaitre, El Estado Siempre Llega Tarde (Siglo XXI Editores, 2019); E. Richard Georgi, ‘Spatial imaginaries and
(transitional) justice in Colombia’s Borderlands, Peace Review, 33:4 (2021), pp. 470-8.
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opponents.® Negotiations with the largest guerrilla groups collapsed as they became embroiled
in drug-fueled battles for regional control with cartels, paramilitaries, and state forces. Second,
national Liberal and Conservative elites in Bogota activated their veto power within existing insti-
tutions, particularly Congress, using long-cultivated clientelist networks (la maquinaria) to block
or dilute institutional reforms they feared would threaten their power base. Constitutional reform
failed to displace Colombia’s institutional architecture which, despite its democratic design, was
deeply co-opted by informal power alliances and unable to contain violent conflict. Instead, the
reforms engendered layering, opening new political arenas that, in the case of local democratization
efforts, tragically became sites of violent contestation over their capture.

Even amid this strong status quo bias, the Court evolved into what former justice Manuel José
Cepeda calls a bridge between violent reality and constitutional discourse,” a transformation that
occurred through conversion. The Court’s creation was contested — opponents warned of excessive
judicial interference — and the government backed it only on the assumption that its role would
remain confined to technical oversight, avoiding political questions. Yet already in its early years,
the Court’s judges progressively reinterpreted and enacted their mandate, developing landmark
jurisprudence on health, abortion, and socio-economic rights. This unfolded through dynamic
interplay with the tutela, which became a principal channel for citizens to address their grievances
and bypass a stifled political system. Concomitantly, the Defensoria del Pueblo, despite persis-
tent violence and significant regional constraints, gradually expanded rights awareness through
its territorial presence, reinforcing this dynamic. By 2019, nearly eight million tutelas had been
filed, creating a feedback loop in which citizen claims prompted the Court to broaden the range
of political issues it interpreted through constitutional rights.”® Central to this conversion strategy
was the Court’s expansive application of the ‘constitutional block’ doctrine. Grounded in Article
93, the Court accorded international human rights and humanitarian law constitutional status and
applied evolving international jurisprudence to review domestic legislation, thereby progressively
expanding the substantive content and interpretive scope of constitutional rights.”

From the outset, the Court addressed core matters of armed conflict. It sharply restricted, and
effectively outlawed, the executive’s routine use of state-of-siege powers. It declared the situation of
millions displaced by violence an ‘unconstitutional state of affairs, ordering structural measures to
remedy systemic failures in state protection. Importantly, it became an institutional counterweight
to President Uribe Vélez (2002-2010), whose authoritarian ‘hard hand’ politics further militarized
armed conflict and encompassed political repression and war crimes. Uribe exploited the language
of peace to justify sharply reduced sentences for demobilising paramilitaries under the 2005 Peace
and Justice Law, including for those responsible for grave crimes. The Court repeatedly struck down
expansions of executive military authority, but the Peace and Justice Law presented a more deli-
cate challenge. Rather than acting as a potential spoiler of peace, the Court responded through
conversion: it upheld the much-criticized law while fundamentally reinterpreting its operation,
conditioning benefits on full disclosure of crimes, dismantling macro-criminal structures, and pro-
tecting victims’ rights. The Court converted constitutional review into a safeguard against sham
peace, thereby establishing the ‘judicialization of peace’® This institutional norm renders peace
contingent on constitutional and, by extension, international legal review, placing the Court at the
centre of both the design and implementation of peace agreements. The Court’s expansive inter-
pretation of victims’ rights laid the groundwork for the 2011 Victims Law and its globally unique
institutional architecture, which would become foundational to subsequent peace processes.

*% Abbey Steele, Democracy and Displacement in Colombia’s Civil War (Cornell University Press, 2017).

*’Mehrhof, ‘Building a bridge between reality and the constitution, p. 715.

**Whitney K. Taylor, The Social Constitution (Cambridge University Press, 2023), p. 3.

**Camilo Ramirez-Gutiérrez and Daniel R. Quiroga-Villamarin, ‘Shredded: Colombia’s special jurisdiction for peace in an
increasingly illiberal context of misinformation and backlash; Journal of International Criminal Justice, 20:1 (2022), pp. 139-66
(p. 153); David Landau, “The causes and consequences of a judicialized peace process in Colombia, International Journal of
Constitutional Law, 18:4 (2020), pp. 1303-23.

“Landau, Judicialized peace process in Colombia’
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When President Santos succeeded Uribe and opened peace talks with the guerrilla group FARC-
EP, the political context shifted. The judicialization of peace risked drifting from a guardrail into
an obstacle that narrowed the scope of a participatory and broad supported peace negotiation. Yet
the Court converted the rules governing the judicialization of peace. In reviewing the 2016 Peace
Agreement, it placed greater emphasis on peace as a constitutional duty to uphold the core archi-
tecture of transitional justice, accepting reduced sentences and prioritising those most responsible,
provided that victims’ rights to truth, justice, and reparations were protected.®'

The judicialization of peace proved crucial once the 2016 Peace Agreement faced political back-
lash. Uribe’s right-wing coalition mobilized support for a “No” vote in the peace referendum,
questioning the agreement’s legitimacy and stalling implementation.®? Yet the Court’s earlier review
had confirmed the agreement’s compliance with domestic and, through the constitutional block
doctrine, international legal standards, thereby providing a shield of legality against politicization.
By conferring national and international legitimacy, the Court raised the political costs of disman-
tling the new peace architecture, particularly the Special Jurisdiction for Peace, which became the
target of sustained political smear campaigns.®® After Uribe’s candidate Duque, a vocal opponent
of the agreement, won the presidency, his government refrained from seeking outright displace-
ment. Instead, it pursued what might be termed subversive layering, introducing new rules under its
‘peace with legality’ agenda that remilitarized the conflict while weakening, delaying, and defund-
ing peacebuilding institutions — an attempt to kill the agreement by ‘a thousand cuts.** While the
judicialization of peace carries risks — most notably procedural rigidity when implementation is
time-sensitive and legal constraints on the political negotiations of transitional justice®® ~ this con-
version of constitutional norms and procedures nonetheless helped the peace architecture survive
political opposition and entrenched it within Colombia’s constitutional status quo.

Colombia’s regionally fragmented governance and entrenched elite networks, fed by illicit
economies, have spun a long history of violence and repeatedly resisted displacement through
peacebuilding reforms. A historical-institutionalist lens nevertheless highlights that peace institu-
tions have carved their own trajectories: evolving from thin institutional layers into constitutional
and lived parts of the political system. The Constitutional Court’s trajectory of institutional conver-
sions enabled it to outgrow its initial role, adapt to political volatility, and become a central anchor
and protective shield of the peacebuilding architecture. While some institutions of that architec-
ture were temporary by design (such as the Truth Commission, 2018-2022) or decommissioned,
more typically they have persisted — despite heavy criticism or periods of neglect — sometimes in
restructured or renamed form. Even as institution-building creates its own bureaucratic tensions,
it has yielded a legacy of human rights practices, legal limits on warfare, and guardrails for peace
politics that open space for victims, activists, and peacebuilders.

Angola: institutional drift towards democracy?

Angola offers a stark contrast to contexts with dense peacebuilding architectures. After decades of
civil armed conflict, following thirteen years of anti-colonial struggle, and several failed peace ini-
tiatives, the 2002 agreement established a victor’s peace that finally brought armed hostilities to an
end - without any real political transition and with little concession to the defeated party. Through a
historical-institutionalist lens, postcolonial statebuilding and protracted conflict produced layered

*'Landau, Judicialized peace process in Colombia, pp. 1311-2.

E. Richard Georgi, ‘Peace that antagonizes, Security Dialogue, 54:2 (2023), pp. 173-91; E. Richard Georgi, “The Popular
Appeal of Human Rights Activism: Reimagining Transitional Justice as a Political Struggle, Global Studies Quarterly, 2:3 (2022),
ksac019.

®Ramirez-Gutiérrez and Quiroga-Villamarin, ‘Shredded’; Burnyeat, The Face of Peace.

#Vanda Felbab-Brown, ‘Death by bad implementation? The Duque Administration and Colombia’s Peace Deal(s)’
(2018), Brookings Institution, available at: {https://www.brookings.edu/articles/death-by-bad-implementation-the-duque-
administration-and-colombias-peace-deals/}, accessed 25 June 2025.

®Landau, ‘Judicialized peace process in Colombia, pp. 1318-22.
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institutional trajectories. Informal insurgent governance persisted after independence, leaving for-
mal state institutions as thin layers atop enduring rebel orders. However, this case discussion also
reveals that even nominal or weak institutions can shape political possibilities amid violent war-
and peace-making. It contends that the National Assembly (the parliament of post-independence
Angola) drifted from a facade institution within a party-state to a forum that, under economic cri-
sis and social mobilization, acquired new meanings and opened limited but potentially significant
space for political pluralism in the absence of a negotiated transition.

Angola attained independence in 1975, after a coup détat in Lisbon overthrew the Portuguese
regime and accelerated the process of decolonization. Three separate movements had been fighting
the Portuguese occupier for thirteen years: FNLA (National Liberation Front of Angola), MPLA
(Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola), and UNITA (National Union for the Total
Independence of Angola). The plan for Angola’s transition from a Portuguese overseas territory
into an independent state involved a transitional government led by a Portuguese high com-
missioner and a Presidential College composed of the leaders of each liberation movement - a
tripartite structure that was to be replicated across all ministerial cabinets. This model formally
disbanded, or displaced, the colonial administrative apparatus at the national level, but it also con-
fronted the regionally fragmented governance systems that had emerged through anti-colonial
resistance. During the years of colonial war, local orders built by and around leaders of the militant
movements organized not only armed struggle but also forms of social and political ‘rebel gover-
nance’® After independence, these embedded informal rule systems proved remarkably resilient to
national attempts to displace them through new centralized state authority, and they survived the
moment of independence largely intact. None of the liberation movements were willing to relin-
quish the influence they had accumulated in their respective regions in exchange for uncertain
democratic cohabitation. In the vocabulary of historical institutionalism, leaders of FNLA, MPLA,
and UNITA - fearing the unclear distribution of power under post-independence institutional
reforms - activated their veto points as regional strongmen.

Thus, the tripartite national governance alliance collapsed, and the movements started to fight
over territorial and institutional control. MPLA captured the capital and declared itself the ruling
party, UNITA hence shifted from liberation movement to a rebel movement opposing the MPLA,
while FNLA was militarily marginalized, and survived only as a minor party. Unsurprisingly,
within the context of the Cold War, international allies contributed to the escalation of the civil
war.

After more than a decade of civil war waged between MPLA and UNITA (and their external
patrons), the 1990s were marked by peace efforts, largely driven by the changing geopolitical land-
scape resulting from the end of the Cold War. Attempts at durable peace in 1992 and 1994 were
truncated due to entrenched mistrust between the two movements, their lingering competition for
power and national hegemony, weak UN enforcement, and dwindling international attention.®”
Angola returned to full-scale war in 1998.

The final period of armed conflict, which the MPLA termed ‘war for peace, eventually lived up
to its name. After the death of UNITA’ founder and longtime leader, Jonas Savimbi, in February
2002, the continuation of fighting was untenable, and the movement surrendered. A swift, mini-
mally negotiated process produced a victor’s peace for the MPLA. UNITA was transformed into a
political party, its leaders were co-opted, silenced, or sidelined, and its soldiers were demobilized,
integrated into the military and police forces, or simply abandoned. The military victory deci-
sively displaced the fragmented regional governance structures rooted in the anti-colonial struggle,
integrating regional control under an all-pervasive Angolan nation-state.

% Arjona, Rebelocracy.
’Christine Messiant, ‘Why did Bicesse and Lusaka fail?, Accord: An International Review of Peace Initiatives, 15
(2004), pp. 16-23.
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Over the following years, the MPLA consolidated a ‘party-state’®® UNITA’s presence in the
National Assembly was largely symbolic, legitimizing what effectively became an authoritarian
state under the guise of a pluralist parliamentarian democracy and on the back of fulgurant eco-
nomic growth. Between 2002 and 2008, the country’s economy expanded tenfold, with the surge
in oil revenues invested in major infrastructure projects — the party-state’s main agenda for post-
conflict Angola.® Highly visible in its security and legal apparatus, the state remained thin in social
provision. The formal, bureaucratic institutions of a democratic state remained thin institutional
layers atop informal systems of patronage and corruption that structured the political order. Formal
democratic institutions were weak and routinely bypassed by MPLA officials in exchange for elec-
toral loyalty, while UNITA, kept inside parliament as a token opposition, lacked both resources
and voice.

But the 2014 oil-price crash gradually altered the picture. Economic crisis brought inflation,
debt, unemployment and growing public discontent.”” As declining oil revenues made the costs
of co-optation harder to sustain, the democratic system, and particularly the National Assembly,
began to drift towards a different function. It had been a symbolic institution without real gov-
erning power, but its continued existence provided UNITA with a venue to articulate grievances
publicly in a country where civic space is tightly restricted. UNITA leveraged the Assembly’s
visibility and the electoral arena to re-enter politics, give voice to social grievances and rebuild
organizational capacity. Its vote share has risen at every election (2008: 10%; 2012: 19%; 2017:
27%; 2022: 44%), nearly winning the popular vote, an outcome that poses a serious challenge to
the long-entrenched authoritarian rule of the MPLA.

A historical-institutionalist perspective highlights several insights for understanding peace-
building in Angola’s violent, postcolonial context. At the moment of formal independence, demo-
cratic statebuilding displaced the institutions of colonial administration but failed to displace the
informal, regionally entrenched governance structures forged during anticolonial resistance. State
institutions eventually became layers atop entrenched rebel governance structures which, rein-
forced by international support, produced new orders of violence. Their displacement came not
through peacebuilding reforms, but through military victory in 2002.

Yet the persistence of parliament left an important political legacy. As the political and eco-
nomic context shifted and the one-party state struggled to maintain control through co-optation
and repression, UNITA used this largely symbolic institution as a channel for articulating popular
grievances. Triggered by the economic crisis, the parliament began to drift into a more meaning-
ful arena of political engagement — a gradual, endogenous opening that hints at the possibility of
deeper democratization (though caution is in order here”). Its continued existence played a role in
containing grievances within the formal political institutions, rather than seeing them expressed
through radical rupture or the resurgence of armed conflict.

Sri Lanka: the seven lives of the North-Eastern Provincial Council

This final section discusses the North-Eastern Provincial Council (NEPC), the autonomous admin-
istration of Sri Lanka’s Tamil-dominated region. It demonstrates how historical institutionalism
helps explain the remarkable resilience of the NEPC. It shows how the NEPC survived against
the odds by lending itself to dramatically different political projects. And it illustrates a temporal

%Ricardo Soares de Oliveira, Magnificent and Beggar Land (Oxford University Press, 2015).

“Justin Pearce, Didier Péclard, and Ricardo Soares de Oliveira, ‘Angola’s elections and the politics of presidential succession;
African Affairs, 117:466 (2018), pp. 146-60 (p. 146).

""Ruy Llera Blanes, A Revolugdo Angolana no Século XXI (Tinta da China, 2023).

""These changes are noteworthy, but so far parliament has rarely challenged executive authority. The 2010 Constitution
created a presidential regime in which the president serves as both head of state and government, while oversight mechanisms
remain weak.
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pattern in which institutional displacement occurred in a period of militarized clashes and diplo-
matic arm-twisting, while layering, drift and conversion occurred in the drawn-out aftermath where
belligerents seek to scuttle the legacy of a forceful external imposition.

Throughout the 1980s, India deployed military and diplomatic coercion to impose a frame-
work of provincial autonomy as a compromise between a unitary Sri Lankan state (a demand
of the Sinhala majority community) and a separate Tamil state (a Tamil-minority demand). As a
regional hegemon, India imposed its preferred solution to the conflict between the Sri Lankan gov-
ernment and the Tamil separatists — despite resistance from both parties — by enforcing the 1987
Indo-Lankan Accord. This prompted the creation of the Provincial Council System, established
through the Thirteenth Amendment to Sri Lanka’s Constitution of 1988. At its core, the amend-
ment devolves legislative and executive power from the centre to the provinces. Each province
comprises a democratically elected council that is supported by a bureaucratic apparatus and kept
in check by a presidentially appointed Governor.

That the NEPC failed to deliver on its original peacebuilding objective barely needs arguing.
Within two years of its creation, the council had collapsed as an elected institution; its bureau-
cratic apparatus was placed under central government control; and the war resumed with a sharp
escalation of violence. Yet, the council continues to exist, be it as a demerged Eastern and Northern
council (EPC and NPC) since 2007.7? This section illustrates how the council became a vehicle for
diametrically opposed political projects across the 35 years of its existence. We will structure this
turbulent history in seven (partly overlapping) lives. For more detailed empirical discussion, see
Klemss earlier work” as well as Amarasinghe et al.,”* Loganathan,” and Welikala.”

In its first lease of life, the NEPC was a fragile facade. India propped it up to deliver on the
Indo-Lankan Accord, which arguably amounted to externally imposed institutional displacement
through a hostile implant into the Sri Lankan state apparatus. The amendment inserted a new
form of power-sharing into an otherwise highly centre-oriented Constitution, yielding ample legal
and political contradictions and ambiguities. Despite opposition from the Sri Lankan government
and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), India pushed through the provincial elections
of 1988. It provided massive military deployment, operational support, cars, and other resources,
and it regularly arm-twisted the Colombo government into compliance. India thus went all-out to
project the NEPC as a Tamil government of sorts, despite threadbare political legitimacy.

In its second life, the NEPC became an obsolete appendage. The elected council was dissolved in
1990, and no new elections were held for 18 years. The bureaucratic apparatus continued to operate
under the control of the Governor, an unelected presidential stalwart. Meanwhile, the central gov-
ernment, unable to dismantle the NEPC, resorted to layering, introducing administrative protocols
that strangled the NEPC’s governing capacities and reduced its finances to a trickle. Moreover, the

Merging the Northern and Eastern Provinces created an administrative unit that aligned with the territorial claims of
a Tamil homeland. This ‘merger’ was always a thorn in the eye of Sinhala nationalists (and the Muslim minority) and was
brought about on a (deliberately) shaky legal constellation. This set-up was eventually wrecked by the Supreme Court in 2006,
which resulted in a ‘demerger’ where the North and East became separate provinces again.

7*Bart Klem, ‘In the eye of the storm: Sri Lanka’s front-line civil servants in transition, Development and Change, 43:3
(2012), pp. 695-717; Bart Klem, ‘Demos at war: Revisiting the democratic boundary problem with a performative lens, Social
Sciences and Humanities Open, 8, 8:1 (2023), 100507; Bart Klem, Performing Sovereign Aspirations: Tamil Insurgency and
Postwar Transition in Sri Lanka (Cambridge University Press, 2024); Bart Klem, ‘Unravelling the Constitutional Settlement:
Devolution, Democracy and Patronage in Eastern Sri Lanka, Contemporary South Asia, 32:2 (2024), pp. 121-36.

74Ranjith Amarasinghe, Asoka Gunawardena, Jayampathi Wickramaratne, A. Navaratna-Bandara, and N. Selvakkumaran,
Thirty Years of Devolution: An Evaluation of the Workings of Provincial Councils in Sri Lanka (Institute for Constitutional
Studies, 2019).

*Ketesh Loganathan, ‘Indo-Lanka accord and the ethnic question, in Kumar Rupesinghe (ed), Negotiating Peace in Sri
Lanka (Foundation for Coexistence, 2006), pp. 69-102.

76 Asanga Welikala, ‘A new devolution settlement for Sri Lanka, Proceedings and Outcomes, Conference of Provincial Councils
(Centre for Policy Alternatives, 2016).
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Sri Lankan government subtly displaced the NEPC, rendering it largely moot by creating new gov-
erning bodies under central government tutelage that had extensive powers and routinely bypassed
the provincial administration.

In the NEPC’s third life, it was subject to cannibalization. When the LTTE occupied the voids
left by the Indian army (which retreated from Sri Lanka in 1990), it captured many of the NEPC’s
resources. While the NEPC continued to exist as a threadbare set of offices with a legal mandate,
its cars, fridges and office supplies were confiscated to be reused for what would become the insti-
tutional framework of a new de facto Tamil state. The LTTE started creating its own departments
and authorities and would assume an increasingly state-like posture throughout the 1990s - an
insurrectory version of displacement.

The NEPC’s fourth life was that of a puppet. The LTTE had initially rejected the NEPC as treason
to the Tamil cause but then realized its utility. Creating governing institutions is costly, and the still-
existing NEPC was a cost-effective alternative. Given that the vast majority of its civil servants were
Tamil, they could be subjected to LTTE control. With well-placed visits, letters, and phone calls,
the LTTE took parts of the NEPC administration under remote control, reorienting its original
purpose towards what started to resemble a de facto state. This insurrectory form of conversion
reworked procurement procedures and the distribution of (what remained of) state welfare benefits
dispensed to the population.

With the Norwegian-facilitated peace talks of the early 2000s, the NEPC regained prominence
and became a nucleus for peaceful collaboration - its fifth life. Creating new forms of shared
governance proved difficult during the government-LTTE peace talks, due to legal-constitutional
obstacles and the ethno-national pressures of electoral politics. The NEPC was one of the few avail-
able platforms to experiment with limited forms of collaboration between the two parties (similar
to the bipartisan administration of Nicosias municipality in Cyprus discussed above). It expe-
rienced drift: a new political dynamic gave a seemingly moribund institution new significance.
Unlike the institutions of the LTTE’s de facto state, the NEPC was considered a legitimate dis-
bursement channel for development donors to foster confidence-building between the negotiating
parties and reach out to the war-stricken population of the northeast. NEPC bureaucrats grew
accustomed to plentiful project funding, regular capacity-building workshops and a caravan of
consultants.

The Norwegian peace process collapsed in the mid-2000s. The war resumed and resulted in a
comprehensive LT TE defeat in 2009, following an unprecedented massacre among the Tamil civil-
ian population. The triumphant Sri Lankan government enjoyed abundant political capital, and the
Tamil nationalist movement was in disarray. The NEPC reincarnated once more after the war. In its
sixth life, the council fell prey to what many would describe as ‘normal’ Sri Lankan politics. Rather
than effecting a degree of regional self-governance, many Sinhala and Muslim political strongmen
used provincial council departments to serve their constituencies, thus turning the institution into
an instrument of patronage - a classic form of conversion. The LTTE had curtailed such politick-
ing in the Northeast, but now that their surveillance was gone, patronage politics came in with
full force. Some NEPC bureaucrats ironically felt nostalgia for the times of war — an era without
all-powerful politicians.

This sixth life was mainly manifest in the multi-ethnic EPC after it was ‘demerged’ from the
North. A seventh life, however, emerged in parallel, but mainly in the North - an almost exclu-
sively Tamil province. The NPC came to serve as a stage to display unresolved Tamil grievances
to international audiences. Tamil nationalist parties won the 2013 Northern elections with a land-
slide and thus came to govern the institution they had always spurned. Rather than bigging up their
role by delivering patronage — as per ‘normal’ Sri Lankan politics — they paradoxically governed
the NPC to demonstrate its uselessness. They delivered few results on provincial competencies but
passed many angry resolutions lambasting the central government on issues that provinces have
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no say on. This could be seen as a highly performative variant of conversion. The Tamil leader-
ship aimed to show that the Provincial Council System did not address Tamil grievances and that
international involvement was therefore needed to create a genuine form of self-governance.

Across the seven lives of the NEPC, we thus see all four change dynamics of historical insti-
tutionalism, and their complex interactions. Some of these are arguably extreme versions of
institutional redeployment. There is also an overall historical trend. In the early years, we see
competing forms of displacement (along with layering), respectively propelled by India, the Sri
Lankan government and the LTTE. As the years pass, we see the more subtle transgressive tactic
of conversion. After critical conflict junctures (new peace process, end of war), we see drift.

Across these phases and dynamics, the NEPC is testament to the remarkable adaptive capac-
ity and endurance of bureaucratic institutions: implementing autonomous regional governance,
offering governance structures for a rebel state, enabling political collaboration across the conflict
divide, or lending a stage to exhibit unaddressed ethnic grievances. Amidst Sri Lanka’s highly tur-
bulent conflict trajectory, the institutional framework of the provincial council persevered, despite
it being the solution that nobody in Sri Lanka wanted.

Concluding discussion

We discussed four peacebuilding contexts that differ markedly in their political and historical set-
ting, focusing on distinct types of institutions: a bi-communal municipality; a constitutional court;
a parliament in a one-party state; and a provincial council. All four institutions have long political
trajectories, spanning three to five decades, and they have significantly shaped how peace efforts
have unfolded in each country. Engaging these extended historical trajectories is necessarily ambi-
tious. Our goal has not been to engage in rival theory-building on these cases, but to distill key
institutional trajectories and legacies in order to ground our threefold argument: (1) that historical
institutionalism offers an analytical lens for longue durée trajectories of peace institutions and their
(unanticipated) legacies; (2) that these institutions persist through change amid failure; and (3)
that change follows distinct, sequenced patterns of institutional transformation. We briefly discuss
these in turn.

All discussed institutions failed their primary mission to build peace. Some were monumental
failures. The Cypriot constitution failed catastrophically in holding together a bi-communal state.
Others had only fleeting or limited impact. Angola’s successful peace accords institutionalized mil-
itary victory but did not advance the promise of a democratic, independent state. In Colombia,
repeated peace efforts produced a dense institutional landscape that endured but often seemed
powerless amid escalating political violence. In Sri Lanka, the NEPC found itself surrounded by
a re-escalating war. But all peace institutions outlived their political opponents and continued to
evolve amidst turbulent conflict developments.

Across the four cases, institutions persisted because they changed - and they changed because
they persisted. Through this change, the peace institutions took on unintended and unanticipated
roles within their broader national institutional contexts, roles that ultimately defined their political
legacies: they averted a constitutional crisis amid military intervention and preserved bi-communal
collaboration (in Cyprus), set legal limits on armed conflict and justice guardrails for peace institu-
tions (Colombia), offered non-violent arenas for grievances (Angola), and provided a platform to
experiment with power-sharing during peace talks (Sri Lanka). The vocabulary of historical insti-
tutionalism offers a heuristic lens to capture these trajectories and their legacies. In addition, it
reveals several cross-contextual patterns.

Peace institutions must confront a status quo entrenched by wartime institutions, but once
established, they can also benefit from a status quo bias. Formally disbanding them is thus cum-
bersome, due to entrenched veto players among elites, insurgents, or international actors. In
both Cyprus and Sri Lanka, a constitutional reset would open an unappealing can of worms.
The MPLA in Angola needs the fagade of a democratic state just as opponents of the 2016
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Peace Agreement in Colombia must symbolically commit to peace processes in order to meet
international expectations.

Displacement is arguably a central objective of many peacebuilding reforms. Yet while they may
succeed in displacing particular bodies, rules, or norms, displacing the broader formal-informal
institutional system associated with armed conflict is far more difficult. It usually requires water-
shed shifts in the conflict context. In Cyprus, displacement followed the 1974 Turkish invasion
and the resultant creation of a separate northern entity. In Angola, UNITA’s military defeat and
the subsequent co-optation of its elites enabled the MPLA’s one-party system to displace region-
ally fragmented rebel governance. In Sri Lanka, India’s militarized intervention prompted multiple
and shifting waves of displacement: Colombo’s creation of rival authorities and the LTTE’s estab-
lishment of de facto state institutions. Colombia, by contrast, lacks decisive military victories
or externally imposed institutions in the past three decades. Correspondingly, its peacebuilding
reforms are more aptly understood through the lens of layering, generating a dense and overlapping
institutional landscape.

Layering often occurs when peacebuilding reforms introduce new institutions that gradually
alter, without supplanting, conflict-related institutions. It may also arise when efforts to displace
entrenched institutions fail, resulting in the accumulation of institutional layers. In Cyprus, the
‘doctrine of necessity’ formally preserved the Constitution while effectively nullifying its foun-
dational clauses on the bi-communal character of the state. In Angola and Colombia, layering
occurred in the build-up of formal democratic institutions atop deeply embedded informal institu-
tions, regionally fragmented and rooted in violent conflict. These changes affected the institutional
landscape and its political structures, but the new institutions also became susceptible to co-
optation and hybridization, ultimately transforming the democratic and rights-based aspirations
of the peacebuilding framework.

While displacement and layering tend to accompany shifts in the broader conflict context, drift
and conversion are more common in long-term processes of institutional adaptation. With regard
to drift, the persistence of a bi-communal municipal administration gained renewed importance
after Nicosias division in 1974, opening unexpected political possibilities. Angola’s parliament,
initially not a site of political contestation, similarly drifted into a forum capable of voicing public
grievances, and potentially fostering democratization, rather than renewed conflict. In terms of
conversion, the design of the NEPC was redirected to serve Tamil governance by the LTTE after
India’s withdrawal from Sri Lanka in 1990, and reconverted into a vehicle of patronage politics once
LTTE dominance faded. In Colombia, the Constitutional Court exemplifies conversion through a
series of rulings beyond its original scope to protect citizens and victims when the political context
grew increasingly violent and hostile to building peace.

In sum, our case discussions reveal recurring temporal patterns of institutional change: dis-
placement and layering are often associated with major reforms prompted by broader shifts in the
conflict context, while drift and conversion are more subtle forms of adaptation that tend to occur
in their wake. These patterns raise further questions for peacebuilding research and practice - for
instance, what conditions make peacebuilding reform through institutional displacement possi-
ble; which characteristics of peace institutions steer them towards drift or conversion; and when
do different modes of institutional change produce more peaceful rather than violent outcomes?

At a moment when the international liberal order is widely said to be in decline - abandoned,
ridiculed, or ignored by authoritarian-leaning international politics - historical institutionalism
offers grounds for cautious hope. Institutions do not simply vanish when neglected or defunded.
As our cases show, they continue to operate in drifting contexts, with repurposed or converted
rules. These can generate unintended or even adverse effects, but they also retain the potential to be
reactivated or redirected towards peaceful outcomes - often quietly, under the radar, and obscured
by the overwhelming headlines of violence and atrocity that dominate the global narrative.
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Our argument should therefore not be misread as yielding a sardonic conclusion, namely that
peacebuilding institutions fail, that they are abused and that at best they become wasteful lega-
cies that we cannot get rid of. This is not completely untrue, but it is too simple and too cynical.
Peacebuilding institutions may have a poor record in delivering the exact mandate they were given,
but through their perseverance — our case discussions suggest — they also generate positive out-
comes in terms of defending human rights, fostering interaction between severed communities,
advancing democratization, and carving out spaces for collaboration and contention. This may
not be quite in the way, at the time and place that was envisaged, but it does happen. Phrased more
provocatively: peacebuilding institutions cannot engineer peace, but through their endurance they
can create unforeseen ruptures and political spaces, and these may contribute to peace.
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