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Abstract 
 
Since the early 1990s, building peace in war-torn societies has emerged as a new 
field of international practice. Given its ad hoc mode of development, this new 
field of practice has been characterised by considerable concern with 
improvement and collective learning. These efforts notwithstanding, the field 
continues to attract criticisms about its failure to engage with local contexts and 
to address the political dimensions of peace processes. Such criticisms are 
particularly important since many peacebuilding actors and observers have 
repeatedly emphasized the political nature of peace processes. Not only is 
depoliticization criticized by members and observers of the field alike, but it has 
also been linked to drawbacks in particular interventions. Why, then, has 
peacebuilding emerged as a depoliticized and de-contextualized practice in the 
first place, and how can we account for the persistence of depoliticization? 
The thesis focuses on the agencies tasked with conducting peacebuilding. It 
argues that the emergence and persistence of depoliticization can only be 
understood by analysing the mismatch between actors’ institutional identities and 
practices and the particular nature of the challenges they face. Most 
peacebuilding agencies originate from the peacekeeping, humanitarian, and 
development communities and are committed to observing neutrality and/or 
impartiality. They initially became involved in peacebuilding on the premise that 
their task consisted in ‘assisting’ the implementation of a peace agreement. 
However, as peacebuilding often involves a significant degree of ongoing political 
contestation, most newly-minted peacebuilding agencies have been caught 
between their commitment to neutrality and/or impartiality and the inherently 
political nature of peacebuilding and peace processes.  
The thesis combines recent strands of practice theory with a Bourdieusian field 
perspective to emphasize the dynamic link between actors’ identities and 
practices. The framework I advance not only allows for understanding the 
reproduction, but in particular the emergence and transformation of international 
practices. To this end, it analyses the practices of a number of ‘key players’ within 
the emerging peacebuilding field across two peacebuilding cases (Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and Timor-Leste). Overall, the thesis argues that the new practice 
and related thinking on peace and conflict in international organizations continue 



to be shaped by the ‘foundational dilemma’ and in particular by the ways in which 
peacebuilders have tried to resolve it while preserving their institutional identities. 
 
 

 
 
Jury: Karin Aggestam (Univ. Lund), Andrea Warnecke (Ph.D. candidate), Chris Reus-Smit 
(Univ. Queensland) (Supervisor), Olivier Roy (EUI/RSCAS), Michael Barnett (George 
Washington University) (in videolink) 
 
Bio 
 
Andrea Warnecke is a PhD candidate at the Department of Political and Social 
Sciences, European University Institute (EUI) in Florence. Her thesis research 
studies the emergence of post-war peacebuilding as a new and depoliticized field 
of international practice, with a particular focus on the role of international 
organisations in post-conflict governance and on the tensions between 
impartiality and political agency. 
Prior to undertaking her PhD research, Andrea earned a Master’s degree from the 
University of Bochum, Germany, in 2006. She subsequently worked as a (Senior) 
Researcher at Bonn International Center for Conversion (BICC). BICC is a non-
profit research institute that offers research, policy advice, and trainings in the 
fields of peacebuilding and conflict resolution. During this time, she acquired and 
conducted a number of projects, for instance within the 7th EU Research 
Framework Programme, on behalf of government ministries, and research 
foundations in the fields of involuntary migration, diaspora politics, and the 
intersection of peacebuilding and development.   


