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1
INTRODUCTION



Four megawatts of solar energy for the peacekeepers, and sixteen megawatts for the residents of Baidoa: This is what the United Nations (UN) Support Office in Somalia, a logistical reinforcement structure of the local peacekeeping mission, promised in a 2020 press release.1 A new solar power plant would generate energy for the Somali city, all year around, for at least the next fifteen years. It would produce no noise, diesel fumes, or toxic leakages. It would require a considerable upfront investment, but little maintenance. Then, it would electrify the peacekeepers’ camp, the city hospital, and perhaps even more public facilities. It could make the entire city of Baidoa run on solar power. It would be a “peace dividend” for a country that had experienced decades of violent conflict. This was the promise of peace based on infrastructure.

Over the last few years, the UN branches involved in building peace have spent an unprecedented amount of time, resources, and effort on projects designed to reduce waste, reuse machines, and repurpose architecture, or as illustrated in the case of Baidoa, produce renewable energy. “Infrastructure plays a particularly important role in helping societies transition towards sustainable peace,” declared former executive director Grete Faremo of the UN Office for Project Services (UNOPS).2 Her statement is indicative not only of the primacy of sustainability in peace operation discourse but also of the power attributed to infrastructure to achieve it. Indeed, a glimpse of present-day peace operations reveals ambitious infrastructure projects that, in integrating the energy needs of peacekeepers and host communities, promise “sustainability” within the peace process. What drives this imaginary, and what does it tell us about the role of infrastructure in the pursuit of peace?

Grounded as an inquiry into the idea of peace, in this book I examine the infrastructural underpinning of UN peace operations as a global institution and set of practices that is often at the beginning of a lengthy process of recovery from violent conflict. The book ponders the role of technical experts, including planners, architects, and engineers, in the physical setup, maintenance, and closure of peacekeeping missions and how their tools, practices, budgets, and policies define the pursuit of peace. When, where, how, and for whom have they engaged in building infrastructure, and what factors have led them to interpret and expand missions’ mandates through the construction of infrastructure? As UN peace operations engaged with, and at times eschewed, issues of development, urbanization, environmental protection, and more recently, climate change, they laid the groundwork for the present turn to “sustainable” peace. Today, after more than a decade of efforts to elevate sustainability in the context of peace operations, physical infrastructure has come to be conceived as a central objective of environmental planning and part of the UN’s tool set to “sustain peace.” Among the many ideas and ideals attributed to infrastructure, peace itself is central.

My account builds on the premise that infrastructure is a critical tenet in the study of peace operations. Focusing on the practice of planning and building infrastructure grounds the abstract notion of peace in actual communities, economies, and structures of power. This proposition draws from a long lineage of interdisciplinary work in urban sociology, Marxist theory and critical geography, and urban design—from Ernest Burgess and Louis Wirth, to David Harvey and Henri Lefebvre, to Jane Jacobs, Doreen Massey, and Dolores Hayden—that has consistently underlined the interconnectedness of the social and spatial dimensions of our environment. The socio-spatial planning that derives from it is relevant to peace because, as Scott A. Bollens has argued, intergroup conflict plays out at in everyday life, and “it is at this micro-level that antagonisms are most amenable to meaningful and practical strategies aimed at their amelioration.”3 As part of such planning, infrastructure is imagined and used to pursue political agendas, state-building, and development. The paradigms motivating infrastructure projects link physical projects to the imagined meanings and potentials of peace and stability, thus giving a material dimension to these often-intangible notions. Infrastructure-building is one way to observe how the pursuit of peace is operationalized, allowing one to trace evolving ideas about peace and how those theories of change are imagined corresponding to practice. Planning, building, and maintaining infrastructure is a window to understanding peace operations’ complex present, their material origins and implications for the natural and built environment. Nonetheless, peace operations’ involvement in infrastructure-building has been largely ignored within the commonly examined toolbox of peacekeeping.

Taking infrastructure seriously as part of “peace and conflict” is now more critical than ever before. Infrastructure holds significant potency in shaping cities and rural landscapes in regions emerging from war. In UN missions, infrastructure projects have been on a trajectory to become bigger and more long term to serve multiple stakeholders and an increasingly complex vision of peace that is conscious of environmental degradation and climate change. At the same time, peacekeepers’ infrastructure-building exposes an often-unilateral planning process shaped by military security strategy and international postwar reconciliation agendas with less consideration for locally grounded community problem-solving. Here, the book also reveals the UN’s grappling with its limited peace achievements and its efforts to expand its reach. Many frictions and mismatches have accompanied peace operations’ socio-spatial endeavors all along: the search for what sociologist Johan Galtung defined as “positive peace” (the absence of structural violence) but frequent fallback to “negative peace” (the absence of physical or direct violence) along with the (often poor) efforts to monitor and evaluate and the desire to have a long-term impact in a context of cascading emergencies and unimaginable violence against civilian populations.4 These frictions are even more pronounced today because the ambitions are larger and the infrastructure projects more voluminous, all while conflict is on the rise globally and peacebuilding budgets are under intensifying scrutiny.5

So, what does perceiving peace operations through the lens of infrastructure teach us about peace? For UN peace operations, the common underappreciation of infrastructure’s time and space inhibits physical engagement that could be considered truly resourceful and sustainable in conflict zones. Ultimately, this book argues for a focus on sustainability: When operationalizing peace, it is not the outcome but the practices and processes of collaborative and nonviolent (infrastructure) planning that need to be sustainable. Peace operations, long but time bound, outlive their own presence. Their spatial footprint, too, extends beyond the limits of their material input. Therefore, peace operations require early and comprehensive planning for continuous collaboration around infrastructure to guarantee their capacity to adapt; to be maintained, managed, and repaired; or to be recycled or dismantled, both during a mission and in its aftermath.6 The pursuit of peace through peace operations must center equity and community-led planning, even if this means trading quick peace gains for continuously difficult community relations in the face of what the late planning scholar Vanessa Watson so aptly called “conflicting rationalities.”7


A HISTORY OF THE PRESENT

Peace operations are no abstract institution: They have a tangible physical presence in the countries in which they intervene. They maintain logistics networks, military bases, and offices and pursue infrastructure projects to move troops, render services to the community, and maintain their operations. Through that presence and engagement in the host country’s built environment, UN peace operations provide resources to, but also extract from, local communities. They provide public infrastructure and employment opportunities but also utilize groundwater, labor, and public space, often in places experiencing rapid urbanization, strong effects of climate change, and environmental degradation. Peace operations are international and local economic and political actors as well as a socio-spatial force to be reckoned with.

Building a theory of infrastructural engagement in peace efforts lies in discovering patterns and pinpointing mechanisms of institutional path dependency in peace operations. A historical sociology approach to the study of peace operations allowed me to study present peacekeeping practices and trace the urban, environmental, and social considerations that have led to them. The premise of historical sociology is that sociological and socio-spatial phenomena change over time and therefore can be studied historically to reveal new insights about the present and perhaps about the future. Such a Foucauldian “history of the present”—“using history as a means of critical engagement with the present”8—offered a way to trace how ideas and practices of infrastructure have been linked to ideas about peace and how peace is being actualized by the members of peacekeeping missions and their affiliated UN bureaucrats, leading to today’s ever more complex and ambitious projects.

This historical perspective reveals that infrastructure, although in different forms, has always been part of peace operations and has always been central to imagining peace. Urban and environmental concerns have materialized in technical knowledge, technologies, and practices before the present moment. Historical research into the deployment of infrastructure reveals how these urban, and later environmental, considerations have shaped the imaginary of peace as much as the design of international interventions and thus have formed the response to conflict and vulnerability.

Key historical events provided the parameters for research and the structure of this book. Anchored in the recent turn to sustainability, my analysis spans the history of UN Peacekeeping beginning with one of the UN’s first, then-exceptional, involvements in civil war in the 1960s in Cyprus. The subsequent peace operations discussed in this book—in Cambodia, Haiti, Mali, and Somalia—are representative of key paradigmatic shifts in peacekeeping logics and practices after the end of the Cold War. While the missions share the experience of intervening in civil war in the context of a collective colonial history, they faced host countries’ remarkable differences in physical and social makeup, state of development, and location within the spectrum of the “Global South.” As a diverse set of cases, therefore, each of these mandated UN peace operations is representative of the peacekeeping practice of its time in a specific geographic conflict zone. Each of the missions faced new circumstances and challenges and became host to new practices that allowed me to trace shifts in operational logics and peacekeeping paradigms. The missions featured in the book are thus critical cases that significantly shaped the trajectory of future peace operations.

A variety of archival sources from the UN and its member states and related, nongovernmental institutions document past peace operations’ infrastructure and development projects and the ideas, ambitions, challenges, and failures associated with them. To examine the present and future role of infrastructure and fill the archival gaps, I performed more than sixty-five in-depth interviews with current and former midlevel UN staff, military and civilian representatives of troop-contributing countries, and people who in various capacities work with, or in parallel to, peacekeepers. My interlocutors, many of whom have lived experience in countries hosting peace operations, shared with me their interaction with, hopes for, and frustrations with infrastructure. In their capacity as personal and subjective accounts, the interviews helped develop a sense of the perception of the UN’s activities by those implementing them and their collaborators, local elites, and communities on the ground. Together, those sources allowed me to trace the evolution of peacekeeping and, in parallel, socio-spatial planning practice and discourse within UN interventions.

The peace operations featured in this book highlight how peacekeeping discourse and practices have evolved in relation to specific places, events, and technologies.9 As a reflection of the transnational and rooted knowledge production in peace operations, however, no peace operation existed in a vacuum. Here, the historical perspective underscores the cross-fertilization of missions taking place in parallel or quick succession, often spanning the productive careers of many of the experts and UN bureaucrats involved in them. The circulation of expertise and practices within the bureaucracy, through UN staff interaction and deployments, was of particular importance: Norms and discourse are produced across different locations, and the exchange of experiences, expertise, and technologies shaping infrastructure-building reflects the circulation of ideas and practices compounded in policy mobilities, what Edward Said called “traveling theory.”10 The book therefore focuses on the transnational and trans-scalar production, usage, and circulation of policies, programs, tools, and technologies for peace operations. Put differently, it neglects the local impact of peace operations in favor of understanding its institutional formation. Traced over time, this approach offers broader conclusions about the logics driving peace operations and shifts in practice—from an elite, institutional perspective—that have shaped specific periods and transitions in peacekeeping. This choice does not preclude a critique of present infrastructure-planning practices. Instead, it highlights the importance of committing to equitable development planning for sustainable peace.



AN INFRASTRUCTURE LENS ON PEACE

In emphasizing the physicality of infrastructure, this book significantly deviates from prior treatments of “peace infrastructures.” For long, the terminology of “building,” “bridges,” and “pathways” toward peace has been used as an allegory of democratization, rule of law, and nonviolent conflict resolution and reconciliation, firmly seated within a liberal peace paradigm. Informed by the foundational work of peace scholar John Lederach, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) introduced “infrastructure for peace” as a comprehensive set of peacebuilding activities anchored at the national level and structured along territorial-administrative entities of planning (e.g., national, county, local/municipal, subcity/neighborhood).11 Reaffirmed in the UN secretary-general’s 2023 New Agenda for Peace, “infrastructures for peace” remain understood primarily as an institutional setup linking the local with the national and international scale of peacebuilding actors through mechanisms of dialogue and mediation in committees and institutions that foster reconciliation.12 This distinctive framing of infrastructure has largely neglected the very material character—the steel, pipes, and concrete—that infrastructure typically possesses, ultimately leaving its spatial dimension in peace efforts undertheorized.

This book proposes a different, material take on peace infrastructures. It identifies infrastructure as a crucial ingredient for the imagining of sustainable societal transformation and peaceful futures, realized through planning and building. Contrary to what infrastructure studies have at some point claimed to be “boring” and “invisible,”13 in the peacebuilding context, infrastructure is very much observable. It is, however, neither spectacular nor monumental—unlike a large, stately hydropower dam as a national prestige project—and therefore is likely to slip under the radar of widespread scrutiny. The UN’s infrastructure-building is often confined to punctual and geographically confined interventions—one road here, one peacekeeping camp there—and yet shapes space beyond the confines of the singular project. Rather than a technocratic intervention taking place in a humanitarian vacuum, infrastructure-building is intentional and may yield a “quick impact” to advance the peace operations. It influences local ecologies just as it constructs political and social spaces of power, thereby having long-term socio-spatial consequences on the postwar landscape and its prospect for peace.

The debate about what peace looks like, how to identify its presence, and how to build it, is not new. Galtung described positive peace as an aspirational state of social justice, where not only physical, interpersonal violence but also structural forms of oppression and injustice are absent. In positive peace, reconciliation and healing take place. To complicate things, however, peace cannot be understood as one of two binary conditions. Peace exists along a spectrum of experiences of varying types and scales of violence, often making war and peace coexist both temporally and spatially.14 Peace is nonlinear and cannot “follow a pre-determined, and thus predictable, cause-and-effect path”; it might involve “disorder, chaos and randomness,” complexity and unpredictability.15 Peace is also not singularly produced by one actor or institution but is the product of interacting scales and agents. Peace efforts take place at multiple scales and across multiple domains. “Hybrid peace” theory has pointed to the interface of micro- and macrodynamics, how international and local actors and efforts interact and how local peace may influence larger-scale, national and international efforts.16 Studies have since documented the resistance to norms and institutions and the various characters of local-global relationships, including the “frictions” of such interactions between different actors—between top-down and bottom-up norms and practices.17

Recent peace scholarship has foregrounded its socio-spatial aspects. Based on the works of Henri Lefebvre, Doreen Massey, and Setha Low, peace studies embraced space as a product of social relations, rather than mere physical condition, that could provide important insights into how people live together and construct common futures.18 Driven by the “spatial turn” in the social sciences at large,19 space and conflict have come to be understood as dynamic and coconstitutive. Space is continuously produced by human interactions, including those that are conflictual. Urban sociology and planning studies have called attention to the role of local communities, city dwellers, architects, and planners in understanding intergroup conflict and peace efforts. National conflict over sovereignty, such studies have documented, becomes visible and is carried out at the local level, especially in cities.20 Checkpoints, walls, ghettos, and graffiti materialize the conflict locally and shape not only urban form but also mobility and urban life at large.21 Urban planning tools, such as zoning regulations, licensing, and mapping, may serve to pursue conflict interests, consolidate power, and control neighborhoods and resources in the blurred space between peace and war, from South Africa to Lebanon to the United States.22 In the latter, the longstanding, discriminatory “redlining” practice of classifying neighborhoods as risky due to their racial makeup has led to the systematic withholding of credit, insurance, and other resources from Black and brown communities, thereby propelling urban poverty and violence.

For people, peace has different connotations and meanings and involves different practices in different places and moments in history. Peace scholarship’s task, therefore, is essentially to point to this complexity and display how peace is a contested notion and how epistemological choices affect its analysis and practice.23 In this spirit, my account builds on and extends the theorization of peace as a site-specific, historically contingent, multiscalar, and networked practice.24 It zooms in on material infrastructure as the physical place for the aforementioned global-local hybridity.

The focus on infrastructure materializes the often intangible nature of peace. For peacekeeping specifically, it also shows how the UN’s social and spatial involvement in conflicts has evolved over time, driven by both technological change and new ways of thinking about peace opportunities. Peacekeepers actively engage in space through their public presence, at checkpoints and during timed patrols, or through their manner of transforming the built and natural environments, including common practices such as repurposing hotels as mission headquarters, digging wells, or planting gardens.25 In tracing the use and imagination of infrastructure in peace operations, this book documents how the UN as an institution, and its military and civilian personnel as individuals, attribute importance to public works such as roads, water pipes, and health centers to achieve peace, as part of an intervention in the built environment. It reveals how peace operations came to identify urban and environmental issues as relevant to peacebuilding and allows us to see today’s peace operations at an important junction between sustainable development and the absence of direct violence.

Last but not least, the infrastructural lens helps us reexamine the UN’s quest for sustainability in peace. Since the UN’s adoption of resolutions calling for “sustaining peace” in 2016, the term has become widely adopted.26 The UN Blue Helmets, in theory a short-term military and humanitarian intervention, became committed to sustainability, just as peace and conflict became one of the seventeen priority areas of the Sustainable Development Goals. “Sustaining peace,” according to the UN, is


a goal and a process to build a common vision of a society, ensuring that the needs of all segments of the population are taken into account, which encompasses activities aimed at preventing the outbreak, escalation, continuation and recurrence of conflict, addressing root causes, assisting parties to conflict to end hostilities, ensuring national reconciliation, and moving towards recovery, reconstruction and development, and emphasizing that sustaining peace is a shared task and responsibility that needs to be fulfilled by the government and all other national stakeholders, and should flow through all three pillars of the United Nations’ engagement at all stages of conflict, and in all its dimensions, and needs sustained international attention and assistance.27



In practical terms, as the UN secretary-general’s 2018 Report on Peacebuilding and Sustaining Peace underscored, this multistage engagement implies the UN Peacekeeping Department’s collaboration with the World Bank, the UN Development Programme, and other actors traditionally involved in postwar reconstruction, recovery, and development, often through the pursuit of infrastructure projects for local communities.

One may argue that sustainable peace is little but a catchphrase in the latest turn of multilateral development policy to synchronize political agendas and raise donor funds. Taken at face value, however, sustainability requires that UN peacekeepers take stock of the nature of their lasting impact, including its material and environmental dimensions, through the engineering works they leave behind. In other words, examining infrastructure’s sustainability in peace operations offers an opportunity to consider the environmental, political, spatial, and temporal character of one of the largest military institutions deployed in conflict zones across the globe. Here, the spatial, and infrastructural, turn presents an opportunity to examine the social effects of environmental and climate change and their dynamic relationship with peace operations, as a stake in peace and conflict scholarship, which is part of the story I tell in this book.28



THE POLITICS AND PROMISES OF INFRASTRUCTURE

For its prolific treatment of infrastructure, I bring peace operations into conversation with urban planning scholarship. Across history, planners, engineers, politicians, and administrators attributed to infrastructure a powerful role in their quest for progress, modernization, economic growth, or state governance.29 Infrastructure-building has been central to empire-building and the extraction, occupation, and resettlement that constituted it, often through large-scale construction projects such as ports and railways.30 In the post–World War II era, infrastructure’s connective capacity prevailed as a means of modernization in urban and regional development schemes, exemplified by architects and planners such as Le Corbusier and Robert Moses. In the Global North, such infrastructure development often carried strategic, international, and even military and defense implications that have shaped cities and regions while consolidating the state and its security apparatus during the Cold War as well as in the post-9/11 “War on Terror.”31 In the Global South, newly independent states built imposing infrastructure to assert their place in a modern world and to consolidate power while pursuing state- and nation-building in the context of development.32 Simultaneously, global development institutions aimed to assist the countries’ poor populations through “sites and services,” basic infrastructure in growing informal settlements.33 Under the loose banner of world peace, in 1976 the Habitat I Conference concluded that infrastructure would be “improving living conditions, achieving social justice, shaping the pattern of character of settlements, and creating employment opportunities.”34

At the turn of the millennium, urban growth, sprawl, and densification—and the related problems of rising poverty, inequality, and pollution—framed infrastructure as both problem and solution, increasingly linking it to questions of globalization, intercity connectivity, and urban governance in the Global North and South alike. In the twenty-first century, infrastructure has become embedded in a broad quest to transform urban regions and, by extension, societies, toward more sustainability and resilience. Initiated by global agendas such as the Sustainable Development Goals and the New Urban Agenda, the envisioned change has relied much on infrastructure, with governments pushing for reforms in energy, water, and transportation management based on increasingly “smart” technology in cities. Peace has become an integral part of today’s development agenda, suggesting that, indeed, peace and development are inextricably linked such that there is “no sustainable development without peace and no peace without sustainable development.”35

My analysis is inspired by recent scholarship into the hopes and promises that infrastructure carries, which makes infrastructure so relevant for the aspiration of peace. In their book The Promise of Infrastructure, anthropologists Nikhil Anand, Akhil Gupta, and Hannah Appel have laid out the manifold ways in which the material “thing” of infrastructure intersects with social and political ambitions and realities. It opens an investigation into space and time: “Infrastructures tell us about aspirations, anticipations, and imaginations of the future,” Akhil Gupta writes.36 “What people think their society should be like, what they want it to be like, and what kind of statement they wish to make about that vision of the future. Infrastructures are concrete instantiations of vision of the future.”37 Infrastructure also has a past and present. If we see infrastructure as “a process over time,” its physical, logistical being is “not privileged over, or seen as separate from, its social and political, or formal and aesthetic sides.”38 Rather than mere artifacts, infrastructure and technology bear politics.39 What has also been referred to as “technopolitics” underlines the material embeddedness of power, agency, and societal ambitions.40

“Infrastructural ideals”41 such as connectivity, access, self-reliance, and modernization have long been subject to experts’ exclusive, depoliticized governance. Knowledge, expertise, and experts as agents exert important influence over social and political outcomes—or, as Michel Foucault’s critique of pouvoir-savoir (French for “power-knowledge”) has taught us, knowledge and power are inextricably linked, if not coconstitutive.42 In this coalescence of knowledge, practice, and power, engineers, urban planners, and UN bureaucrats play an important role. Planning theory has alluded to this, stipulating planning as a practice and institution that sides with power, and it is therefore all the more relevant for the UN as an institution.43 The organization’s experts and global consultants are highly mobile, moving from one mission to the next, between countries and agencies, pursuing international careers marked by universal technical know-how and independence from national politics and local dynamics.44 Throughout the world, specialists and technocrats are assigned to decide for the public how to manage—for better or worse—resource flows and space, often leaving the public very much in the dark.45 And yet, as I elaborate, such practices in
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