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This cumulative Habilitation consists of seven publications that explore the encounters 

between the local and the international in the governance of peacebuilding and 

humanitarian action from different angles and in diverse settings: 

1. Kristina Roepstorff (2022): "Localisation requires Trust: An Interface Perspective on 

the Rohingya Response in Bangladesh", Disasters 46(3): 610-632.  

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1111/disa.12483 (contribution 100%) 

 

Abstract: Under the label of localisation, local actors are promoted as important agents in humanitarian 

responses in the humanitarian sector’s latest reform efforts. Opinions on the exact meaning and best 

practices of implementing localisation however diverge. Applying an interface perspective, this paper 

analyses how, when it came to localisation, the Rohingya Response in Cox’s Bazar became an arena of 

contestation, competition and sometimes convergence among different actors. The paper shows how 

misconceptions and divergent understandings of localisation, as well as best ways for implementing it, 

were prevalent and hampered the joint efforts of both international and local humanitarian actors. Though 

both sides sought common ground and engaged in dialogue, conflicting views, interests and perceptions 

of self and other stood in the way of a common vision to emerge. A lack of trust between the international 

and local actors further intensified divisions. The paper thus argues that the humanitarian sector needs to 

engage in trust-building efforts between the various actors involved in the humanitarian response if 

localisation is to be realised, including addressing underlying structural and systemic issues of 

(neo)colonialism, racism and classism. 

 

2. Kristina Roepstorff (2020a): “A call for critical reflection on the localisation agenda 

in humanitarian action”, Third World Quarterly, 41(2): 284-301.  

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2019.1644160 (contribution 100%) 

 

Abstract: Calls for a greater inclusion of local actors have featured for some time in debates on how to 

make humanitarian action more efficient and address unequal power relations within the humanitarian 

system. Though the localisation agenda is at the core of current reform efforts in the humanitarian sector, 

the debate lacks a critical discussion of underlying assumptions – most strikingly, the very 

conceptualisation of the local itself. It is argued that the current discourse is dominated by a problematic 

conceptualisation of the local in binary opposition to the international, leading to blind spots in the 

analysis of exclusionary practices of the humanitarian sector. As such the localisation agenda risks 

perpetuating the very issues it wants to redress. A critical localism is thus proposed as a framework for 

much needed research on the localisation agenda. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2019.1644160


3. Siddharth Tripathi and Kristina Roepstorff (2020): “Decentering Peace and Conflict 

Studies: Conceptualisations of Peace in India”, Zeitschrift für Friedens- und 

Konfliktforschung, 9(1): 1-21.  

DOI:   https://doi.org/10.1007/s42597-019-00014-z  (contribution 50%) 

 

Abstract: Peace and Conflicts Studies (PCS) seeks to contribute to a better understanding of the causes 

of violence and war and ways to resolve conflicts around the world. Despite its global reach, key concepts 

and theories dominating the discipline’s discourse originate primarily in European intellectual history 

and Northern experiences of violence and war, even though the “objects of study” are today 

predominantly located in the Global South. PCS needs to be decentered to live up to its cosmopolitan 

aspirations, and voices of different regions affected by conflict have to be incorporated to co-author the 

idea of peace. Examining the specific case of India, the article illustrates how the historical, religious and 

spiritual traditions and the politics of the subcontinent have informed Indian discourses on peace with 

the potential to fertilise global dialogues on peace and peacebuilding. 

4. Kristina Roepstorff (2019): „Chance für den Frieden? Die Lokalisierungsagenda im 

Humanitären System im Nexus von Humanitärer Hilfe und Friedensförderung”, Die 

Friedens-Warte. Journal of International Peace and Organization, 92(1-2): 40-58. 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.35998/fw-2019-0003 (contribution 100%) 

Abstract: Calls for a greater inclusion of local actors into humanitarian action are far from new yet they 

have gained momentum in the wake of the World Humanitarian Summit 2016. However, the inclusion 

of local actors raises a range of questions, both conceptually and regarding its implementation. This is 

particularly the case in the interplay of humanitarian action and peacebuilding. This paper seeks to 

contribute to the debate on the humanitarian system’s localisation agenda within the context of the 

humanitarian-peacebuilding nexus. It argues that further research should be guided by a critical localism 

(Mac Ginty 2015) that overcomes a simple binary opposition of the local and the international and looks 

at power asymmetries in the humanitarian system. 

 

5. Kristina Roepstorff (2018): “Armed Conflicts and Humanitarian Crises: Insights 

from the Anthropology of War”, in: Heintze, H. and Thielbörger, P. (eds.), 

International Humanitarian Action: NOHA Textbook, Berlin: Springer, 357-370.  

DOI:  https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-14454-2 (contribution 100%) 

 

Abstract: The anthropology of war covers a broad range of topics of high relevance to understand 

contemporary armed conflicts and humanitarian crises. Looking beyond the immediate facts of the 

situation and highlighting the social dimension of armed conflicts, it allows grasping the broader context 

in which humanitarian crises occur. Understanding war as part of the social reality of human 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s42597-019-00014-z


beings and lived experiences, anthropology can offer humanitarian actors important insights into the 

social dimensions of war and peace. With the discipline’s comparative and holistic outlook, anthropology 

thus offers important insights into causes, dynamics and effects of armed conflict. This chapter provides 

an overview of some of the key debates and themes in the anthropology of war to contribute to the 

understanding of armed conflicts and humanitarian crises. 

6. Kristina Roepstorff (2015): “India and the DAC-donors: divergence or convergence 

principles and practices of humanitarian aid?”, in: Sezgin, Z. und Dijkzeul, D. (eds.), 

The New humanitarians in International Practice: Emerging actors and contested 

principles, Abingdon: Routledge, 45-63. (contribution 100%) 

Abstract: India is commonly perceived as a major recipient of foreign aid. Recent studies however draw 

attention to India’s growing importance as a donor of humanitarian and development assistance. This 

change has not only been met with enthusiasm by established donors as concerns have been raised how 

“new” donors like India, who operate outside the DAC system, may threaten established humanitarian 

principles and practices. To understand how India emerged as a donor and the ways in which it may 

challenge and change the existing aid regime, one has to understand the broader context of India’s foreign 

policy principles and priorities - which are informed by a confluence of (cultural) norms, historical 

legacies and current strategic interests. This chapter, in line with constructivist theory, finds that India’s 

humanitarian engagement is not only influenced by the existing humanitarian organizational 

environment but also actively changes and constructs it by accepting, rejecting or modifying 

humanitarian principles and practices. While India subscribes to the humanitarian principles in general, 

some major points of divergence with DAC donor’s approaches to humanitarian action can be identified. 

At the same time, the gradual integration of India into the international aid regime may also foster a 

steady harmonisation of approaches.  

 

7. Kristina Roepstorff and Anna Bernhard (2013): “Insider Mediation in Peace 

Processes: an untapped resource?”, S+F, Security and Peace, 31(3): 163-169.  

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5771/0175-274x-2013-3-163 (contribution 50%) 

 

Abstract: Mediation is considered an effective and peaceful tool for the resolution of conflicts and has 

become an important instrument in international peacemaking. Interest in mediation has surged in recent 

years both at the international and regional level. In line with the discussion of local ownership in 

peacebuilding literature and practice, there is also an increased call for including local ‘insider mediators’ 

in peace processes. So far, scholars have paid little attention to the role of insider mediators in 

peacemaking. To gain a better understanding of their actual and potential role in peace processes, a 

systematic analysis of the phenomenon of insider mediation is therefore indispensable.  
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Summary in German/ Deutsche Zusammenfassung 

 

Die Entstehung einer internationalen humanitären Ordnung und die globalen 

Bemühungen, Auswirkungen von Naturkatastrophen und bewaffneten Konflikten auf 

gefährdete Bevölkerungsgruppen zu mildern und friedvolle sowie widerstandsfähige 

Gesellschaften (wieder) aufzubauen, sind eine bemerkenswerte Entwicklung (Barnett 

2013). Mit dieser Entwicklung einher geht eine Zunahme internationaler Interventionen 

im Namen der Menschlichkeit und in Form von humanitären Hilfsmaßnahmen und 

friedensfördernder Bemühungen. Sowohl die Friedensförderung als auch die 

humanitäre Hilfe mit ihren etablierten Verfahrensstandards und institutionellen 

Strukturen sind heute ein nicht mehr wegzudenkender Bestandteil der Global 

Governance - "der staatlichen, zwischenstaatlichen und nichtstaatlichen Bemühungen 

und Mechanismen zur Verwaltung gemeinsamer öffentlicher Güter und zur Lösung 

internationaler Probleme" (Dijkzeul und Sandvik 2019, eigene Übersetzung). Hierbei 

werden friedensfördernde und humanitäre Maßnahmen als getrennte Politikfelder der 

Global Governance erachtet, die ihr jeweils eigenes Organisationssystem, ihre eigenen 

Finanzierungskanäle, Akteure und Leitprinzipien besitzen. Tatsächlich: obwohl 

Friedensförderung und humanitäre Hilfe in den meisten Interventionskontexten 

gleichzeitig stattfinden, verfolgen sie unterschiedliche Ziele und haben ihre eigene 

Kultur und Identität als Teilbereiche der Global Governance entwickelt. 

  

Während sich bei der Friedensförderung internationale, mandatierte Akteure um den 

Wiederaufbau der Gesellschaft, die Förderung der Versöhnung und die Beseitigung der 

strukturellen Bedingungen, die Kriege verursachen, bemühen (Paris 2004, Autesserre 

2014, Mac Ginty 2011), erfolgt die humanitäre Hilfe als unmittelbare lebensrettende 

Maßnahme inmitten von Naturkatastrophen, Konflikten oder im Kontext von 

Vertreibung und Flucht und Gesundheitskrisen (Barnett und Weiss 2011, Walker und 

Maxwell 2009). In ihrer idealtypischen Form versteht sich die humanitäre Hilfe daher 

als eine kurzfristige, bedürfnisorientierte Intervention, die sich an den humanitären 

Prinzipien der Menschlichkeit, Neutralität, Unparteilichkeit und Unabhängigkeit 

orientiert, um eine Politisierung der Hilfe zu vermeiden und den Zugang zur betroffenen 

Bevölkerung zu gewährleisten (Barnett und Weiss 2011, Lieser 2013). Dem hingegen 

zielt die Friedensförderung auf die Schaffung von nachhaltigem (positiven) Frieden ab 

und widmet sich der Beseitigung der Konfliktursachen, der Unterstützung von 
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Friedens- und Versöhnungsprozessen, sowie der Förderung der politischen und 

ökonomischen Stabilisierung (Ramsbotham et al. 2016, Paris 2004). Damit stellt die 

Friedensförderung eine langfristige Intervention dar und erhebt nicht den Anspruch, 

unpolitisch zu sein.  

 

Diese unterschiedlichen Selbstverständnisse haben zu einer Trennung beider 

Politikfelder geführt, die sich auch in der Entstehung von der Friedens- und 

Konfliktforschung und Humanitarian Studies als eigene Forschungsgebiete und 

wissenschaftliche Disziplinen widerspiegelt. Zunehmend untersuchen 

Wissenschaftler:innen aus dem Bereich der internationalen Beziehungen (IB) sowohl 

die Friedensförderung als auch die humanitäre Hilfe als Teil der Global Governance 

(siehe z. B. Lidén 2019). Aus diesen Forschungen geht hervor, dass, obgleich die 

Friedensförderung als ein eigenständiges Feld der Global Governance zu verstehen ist, 

sie Gemeinsamkeiten zur sogenannten humanitären Governance aufweist (Barnett 

2015). Diese rechtfertigt auf der Grundlage einer Ethik der Fürsorge die 

institutionalisierten und internationalisierten Versuche, Leben zu retten und Leid in der 

Welt zu lindern (Barnett 2013). Kritische Stimmen haben auf den doppelten Aspekt 

von Fürsorge und Kontrolle in der humanitären Governance - und in der Globalen 

Governance im Allgemeinen - hingewiesen. Motiviert durch ein humanitäres Ethos, 

den Schwachen zu helfen, beinhaltet sie Praktiken, um über ihr Leben zu bestimmen, 

und schließt damit die Ausübung von Macht ein und kann Formen von Herrschaft und 

Kontrolle rechtfertigen (Barnett 2013, Garnier et al. 2018, Roepstorff 2020a, Fassin 

2012). Wie Aalen (2020) folglich feststellt, sind "Macht und Ungleichheit somit 

zentrale Aspekte der humanitären Governance", die sich nicht nur in den Beziehungen 

zwischen Gebern und Empfängern widerspiegeln, sondern auch in der alltäglichen 

Praxis der Friedensförderung und humanitären Hilfe ihren Ausdruck finden (Autesserre 

2014). Es ist daher nicht überraschend, dass die Forschung zu beiden Teilbereichen der 

Global Governance sich ähnelnde Praktiken aufgedeckt hat, die auf die beider 

Politikfelder zugrunde liegende Interventionslogik zurückzuführen ist. Diese Praktiken 

haben unter anderem zu einer Marginalisierung lokaler Akteure und der betroffenen 

Bevölkerung bei friedensfördernden und humanitären Maßnahmen geführt (l'Anson 

und Pfeifer 2013).  

Eine Reihe unterschiedlicher Akteure engagiert sich in der Friedensförderung und der 

humanitären Hilfe und interveniert in bewaffnete Konflikte, Naturkatastrophen oder im 
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Kontext von Vertreibung und Flucht. Die lange Liste von Akteuren umfasst neben 

Staaten, Nichtregierungsorganisationen (NRO) und internationalen Organisationen 

auch Solidaritätsbewegungen und Aktivist:innen oder den Privatsektor (Barnett 2013). 

In diesen Interventionskontexten kommt es zu Begegnungen zwischen den 

Intervenierenden und den Menschen, die Ziel der Intervention sind. Ein Großteil der 

Forschung zu friedensfördernden und humanitären Maßnahmen befasst sich daher mit 

der Interaktion zwischen diesen verschiedenen Akteuren, und damit, warum 

Interventionen trotz gemeinsamer Bemühungen oft scheitern - der Fall Afghanistan ist 

eines der jüngsten tragischen Beispiele (siehe beispielsweise Paris 2004, Jarstad and 

Sisk 2008, Mac Ginty 2011, Schuller 2012, Krause 2014, Autesserre 2014, Smirl 2015, 

Hellmüller 2018). Dabei wird die generelle Ausgrenzung lokaler Akteure und der 

betroffenen Bevölkerung als ein zentraler Aspekt für das Scheitern von 

friedensfördernden und humanitären Maßnahmen ausgemacht. So fordern 

Wissenschaftler:innen in der Weiterentwicklung der Debatte um den local turn und auf 

Basis postkolonialer und poststrukturalistischer Argumente nicht nur eine stärkere 

Einbeziehung lokaler Akteure in die Friedensförderung, sondern eine radikalere 

Veränderung dominanter Praktiken, um inhärente Machtungleichgewichte in der 

Friedensförderung anzugehen (Leonardsson und Rudd 2015). Eine ähnliche Debatte 

hat sich auch im Bereich der humanitären Hilfe entfaltet, wo diese unter dem Stichwort 

der Lokalisierung geführt wird (Roepstorff 2020a). Einige Fragen bleiben bislang dabei 

unbeantwortet, unter anderem: wie das Lokale zu definieren ist; wie sich die 

Begegnungen zwischen dem Lokalen und dem Internationalen auf die 

Friedensförderung und humanitären Hilfe auswirkt; und weshalb, trotz aller 

Reformbemühungen im Sinne des local turn in der Friedensförderung und der 

Lokalisierung in der humanitären Hilfe, die Marginalisierung bestimmter Akteure, 

Stimmen und Perspektiven bestehen bleibt. Die Erkenntnisse aus der ausgeprägten 

Debatte zur Friedensförderung haben dabei kaum Eingang in den jüngeren 

Lokalisierungsdiskurs in der humanitären Hilfe gefunden (Roepstorff 2019). 

 

Betrachtet man die parallelen Diskurse in der Friedensförderung und der humanitären 

Hilfe, wird deutlich, dass die Marginalisierung bestimmter Akteure, Stimmen und 

Perspektiven nicht durch eine bestimmte Interventionspraxis bedingt wird, sondern auf 

allgemeine und grundlegende Strukturen der Global Governance zurückzuführen ist. 

Um ein besseres Verständnis dieser Strukturen der Friedensförderung und der 



 Summary in German/ Deutsche Zusammenfassung 

 9 

humanitären Hilfe als Teilbereiche der Global Governance zu erlangen, wurde die 

Habilitation daher von der folgenden übergreifenden Forschungsfrage geleitet: Wie 

prägt das Governance der Friedensförderung und der humanitären Hilfe die 

Begegnungen zwischen dem Lokalen und dem Internationalen in 

Interventionskontexten? 

 

Dieser Frage wurde in theoretischen Analysen und empirischer Forschung 

nachgegangen. Die einzelnen Beiträge der Habilitationsschrift bieten dabei Einblicke 

in die wissenschaftliche Debatte der Friedensförderung und der humanitären Hilfe, 

indem sie die folgenden drei Schlüsselthemen herausarbeiten, mit dem Ziel, bestehende 

Forschungslücken zu identifizieren und zu schließen:  

• die Konzeptualisierung des Lokalen und des Internationalen in der 

Friedensförderung und der humanitären Hilfe 

• die Begegnung zwischen dem Lokalen und dem Internationalen in der 

Friedensförderung und der humanitären Hilfe 

• die systemischen und strukturellen Faktoren, die diese Begegnungen prägen, 

einschließlich Fragen der Machtverteilung innerhalb des internationalen 

Systems.    

 

Darüber hinaus wirft die Habilitation methodische Fragen auf und schlägt die 

Anwendung ethnographischer Methoden in Kombination mit anderen Methoden des 

politikwissenschaftlichen Standardrepertoires vor, die eine dichte Beschreibung der 

Interventionskontexte und der Begegnungen des Lokalen und des Internationalen in der 

Friedensförderung und der humanitären Hilfe ermöglichen. Damit trägt sie zur 

aktuellen Debatte über eine ‚ethnographische Wende’ in der Politikwissenschaft im 

Allgemeinen und den IB im Besonderen bei. Durch die Verknüpfung von Forschung 

zu Friedensförderung und humanitärer Hilfe fördert die Habilitation zudem die 

Verzahnung dieser beiden Gebiete der wissenschaftlichen Auseinandersetzung und 

politischen Praxis, die bisher weitgehend voneinander getrennt sind.  

 

Die Ergebnisse der Forschung im Rahmen der Habilitation zeigen auf, wie bestehende 

Praktiken eine Reihe von Akteuren, Perspektiven und Ansätzen marginalisieren. Diese 

Praktiken sind tief in den Strukturen und Arbeitsweisen der Global Governance 
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verankert und finden Ausdruck in der Konzeptualisierung und der Begegnung des 

Lokalen und Internationalen in der Friedensförderung und der humanitären Hilfe. 

Besonders problematisch ist, dass dabei in der Regel die Stimmen derjenigen 

marginalisiert werden, die nicht nur von bewaffneten Konflikten, Hungersnöten oder 

Vertreibung betroffen sind, sondern als Zielgruppe der Interventionen zählen.  Die 

Arbeit kommt zu dem Schluss, dass eine Dekolonisierung der Forschung und Praxis im 

Bereich der Friedensförderung und humanitären Hilfe Antworten auf den 

problematischen Doppelaspekt der Fürsorge und Kontrolle in der Governance von 

Friedensförderung und humanitärer Hilfe liefern kann. 

 

Ein dekolonialer Ansatz in der Friedensförderung und der humanitären Hilfe hinterfragt 

eurozentrische Analysen und stellt die Erfahrungen und das Wissen der Zielgruppen 

der Interventionen in den Vordergrund (Rutazibwa 2019). Dies erfordert eine kritische 

Reflexion der Art und Weise, wie das Governance von Friedensförderung und 

humanitärer Hilfe problematische Praktiken von Herrschaft und Kontrolle, 

epistemischer Gewalt und Diskriminierung aufrechterhält. Für die Forschung bedeutet 

dies, den westlichen Wissensbestand durch subalterne Perspektiven zu ergänzen 

(Müller 2016, Alatas 2006, Mignolo 2000). Dies verlangt, die Welt aus einer 

pluralistischen und nicht aus einer monistischen Perspektive zu betrachten und deckt 

sich mit dem Vorwurf des Eurozentrismus an der IB-Disziplin (Bendix et al. 2020, Picq 

2013). Über die Einbeziehung von Kultur- und Kontextwissen hinaus, wie es 

ethnographische Studien bieten (Roepstorff 2018, 2019), legen die Ergebnisse der 

Habilitation auch die Notwendigkeit einer Dekolonisierung der Forschungspraxis nahe 

- einschließlich der ethnographischen Forschung (Kaur und Klinkert 2021). Denkbar 

sind inklusive Forschungsmethoden, wie die partizipative oder gemeinschaftsbasierte 

Aktionsforschung (Smartt Gullion und Tilto 2020, Lykes und Scheib 2015), die 

Koproduktion von Wissen durch Forschungspartnerschaften (Lokot und Wake 2021, 

Fast 2019) und die Einbeziehung indigener Wissenssysteme (Smith 2021, Exo 2015).  
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1. Introduction 

 

“Contemporary global governance is organized around an odd pairing: care and control. On the one hand, 

much of global governance is designed to reduce human suffering and improve human flourishing, with 

the important caveat that individuals should be allowed to decide for themselves how they want to live 

their lives. On the other hand, these global practices of care are also entangled with acts of control. 

Peacebuilding, public health, emergency aid, human rights, and development are expressions of this 

tension between care and control.” (Barnett 2015) 

 

The emergence of an international humanitarian order and global efforts to relieve the 

suffering of distant strangers and build peaceful societies around the world are 

remarkable developments (Barnett 2013). This has been accompanied by an increase in 

international interventions in the name of humanity, informing humanitarian action and 

peacebuilding efforts to save lives, mitigate the impact of natural hazards or wars on 

vulnerable populations and rebuild resilient societies. Both peacebuilding and 

humanitarian action with their established standards of procedure and institutional set-

up today form part of global governance - “the governmental, inter-governmental and 

non-governmental efforts and mechanisms to manage common public goods and 

address international issues” (Dijkzeul and Sandvik 2019).  

 

Generally, peacebuilding and humanitarian action are considered separate policy fields 

of global governance, with their own system of organisation, funding channels, actors 

and guiding principles. Although peacebuilding and humanitarian action occur 

simultaneously in most intervention contexts, they follow different logics, pursue 

different goals and have developed a culture and identity of their own. In peacebuilding, 

international, mandated actors seek to rebuild societies, foster reconciliation and 

address the structural conditions that fuel wars (Paris 2004, Autesserre 2014, Mac Ginty 

2011). International humanitarian action, on the other hand, refers to the immediate 

life-saving activities in the midst of natural hazards, conflicts or displacement (Barnett 

and Weiss 2011, Walker and Maxwell 2009). In their ideal-typical forms, humanitarian 

action is a short-term, needs-oriented intervention that is guided by the humanitarian 

principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality and independence in order to avoid the 

politicisation of aid and to guarantee access to the affected population (Barnett and 

Weiss 2011, Lieser 2013), whereas peacebuilding is geared towards creating 
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sustainable (positive) peace by eliminating the causes of conflict and supporting peace 

and reconciliation processes as well as fostering political stabilisation (Ramsbotham et 

al. 2016, Paris 2004). As such, peacebuilding presents a long-term intervention and 

does not claim to be apolitical.  

 

These different self-understandings have led to a segregation, or containerisation, of 

these subfields of global governance, which is not only reflected in the workings of the 

two sectors, but also in the emergence of peace and conflict studies and humanitarian 

studies as distinct fields of research and scholarly debate. While peacebuilding today 

constitutes an established area of research within peace and conflict studies, and 

international relations more generally, humanitarian action is still a niche topic. Saying 

that, a surge of interest in humanitarian action can be observed over the last years, 

culminating in the development of new teaching programmes and growing scholarship 

in humanitarian studies, reflected also in the relatively recent establishment of the 

International Humanitarian Studies Association.1 Despite this separation both policy 

fields are “legitimated and organised in and around international institutions, norms, 

and laws, and undertaken in the name of compassion, care, and responsibility” (Barnett 

2013). International relations (IR) scholars are thus increasingly studying peacebuilding 

and humanitarian action as subfields of global governance (see for example Lidén 

2019). Though peacebuilding may be considered a distinct field of global governance, 

both peacebuilding and humanitarian action exhibit similarities in the way they govern 

with an ethics of care and control. In what Barnett (2013) has labelled humanitarian 

governance, an ethics of care informs the institutionalised and internationalised 

attempts to save lives and alleviate suffering around the world. Critical scholarship has 

drawn attention to this double aspect of care and control in humanitarian governance 

(and indeed, global governance in general). Motivated by a humanitarian ethos of 

helping the vulnerable, it involves practices of ruling their lives and as such includes 

the exercise of power, and may also justify forms of domination and control (Barnett 

2013, Garnier et al. 2018, Roepstorff 2020a, Fassin 2012). As Aalen (2020) finds, 

“power and inequality are thus central aspects of humanitarian governance” that play 

out not only in donor-recipient relationships, but also in the everyday politics of 

 
1 For more information see: https://ihsa.info/about/background/, last accessed 22.11.2021. 
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peacebuilding and humanitarian action (Autesserre 2014). It is thus not surprising that 

critical scholarship in both fields has uncovered some shared practices that are linked 

to the intervention rationale underlying both policy fields and sectors within the 

international aid system. These practices have, among other things, resulted in the 

marginalisation of local actors and the affected population in peacebuilding efforts and 

humanitarian responses (l’Anson and Pfeifer 2013).  

 

Interventions to build peace or provide humanitarian assistance and protection are 

undertaken by a very diverse set of actors, including states, non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs), international organisations, solidarity movements and activists 

or the private sector (Barnett 2013). Such interventions produce encounters between 

the intervener and the people that are the targets of the intervention. Much of the 

research on peacebuilding and humanitarian action is thus linked to the interaction 

between these different actors and why interventions, despite concerted efforts, often 

fail – the case of Afghanistan being one of the latest tragic examples (see for instance 

Paris 2004, Jarstad and Sisk 2008, Mac Ginty 2011, Schuller 2012, Krause 2014, 

Autesserre 2014, Smirl 2015, Hellmüller 2018).  Critical scholarship on peacebuilding 

interventions has identified the general side-lining of local actors and the affected 

population as a major reason for failed peacebuilding efforts. In the local turn debate, 

peacebuilding scholars have thus called for a greater inclusion of local actors into 

peacebuilding efforts in order to make interventions more effective, efficient and 

sustainable. Thereby the local turn debate in peacebuilding scholarship can be 

distinguished into two generations of critical studies and voices: while critical 

scholarship mainly promoted the concept of local ownership in peace interventions in 

what is now generally referred to as the first local turn, the second local turn calls for a 

more radical shift in peacebuilding practice and builds on postcolonial and 

poststructuralist arguments in order to address inherent power imbalances in 

peacebuilding interventions (Leonardsson and Rudd 2015). A similar debate has 

unfolded in the humanitarian field. In a critique of current dominant practices and an 

alleged general marginalisation of local actors and the affected population in the 

humanitarian response, the concept of localisation and locally-led humanitarian action 

has prompted calls for fundamental reforms of humanitarian practice and the 

humanitarian system itself (Roepstorff 2020a, see also Dijkzeul 2021).  
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Looking at the analogous discourse in peacebuilding and humanitarian action, it 

becomes evident that the marginalisation of certain actors, voices and perspectives 

cannot be linked to one particular intervention practice, but rather to more general and 

fundamental aspects of the governance of peacebuilding and humanitarian action. 

However, several questions remain unanswered, among others: how to define the local; 

how the encounters between the local and the international affect peacebuilding and 

humanitarian action; and why, despite all reform efforts under the banners of the local 

turn in peacebuilding and localisation in humanitarian action, the marginalisation of 

certain actors, voices, and perspectives persists. In this regard, insights from the 

distinctive peacebuilding debate have hardly found their way into the more recent 

localisation discourse in humanitarian assistance (Roepstorff 2019). To gain a better 

understanding of the fundamental and general workings of the governance of 

peacebuilding and humanitarian action and fill existing research gaps, the Habilitation 

has thus been guided by the following overarching research question: How does the 

governance of peacebuilding and humanitarian action shape the encounters of the local 

and the international in intervention contexts?  

 

To answer the research question, the different papers that make up the Habilitation 

study the encounters of the local and the international in the governance of 

peacebuilding and humanitarian action from different perspectives and in different 

settings. Apart from examining these encounters in specific intervention contexts, the 

Habilitation addresses more systemic and structural factors that shape the governance 

of peacebuilding and humanitarian action. Theoretical and empirical research findings 

offer insights into the following three key topics, thereby identifying and closing 

existing research gaps: 

• the conceptualisation of the local and the international in peacebuilding and 

humanitarian action 

• the encounters between the local and the international in peacebuilding and 

humanitarian action 

• and, on a more fundamental level, the systemic and structural factors in the 

governance of peacebuilding and humanitarian action. 
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Reflecting on the methodology, the Habilitation raises questions on how to study these 

encounters and proposes the combination of ethnographic methods that offer thick 

descriptions of intervention contexts and the everyday politics of peacebuilding and 

humanitarian action with other methods of the standard political science repertoire. 

Moreover, by connecting critical scholarship on peacebuilding and humanitarian 

action, the Habilitation contributes to the field of international relations in several ways. 

Firstly, it furthers the cross-fruition of these two areas of academic investigation and 

political practice that have largely been separated. Moreover, it contributes to the 

development and advancement of humanitarian studies as an academic discipline. 

Additionally, the Habilitation contains methodological reflections on the use of 

ethnographic methods in political science and thereby adds to the current debate on an 

‘ethnographic turn’ in political science in general, and international relations in 

particular.  

 

The next section presents the main findings from the Habilitation research on the three 

key topics outlined above and reflects on the methodology of the research conducted. 

This is followed by a conclusion and an outlook for further research, promoting a 

decolonial approach to research and practice in the field of peacebuilding and 

humanitarian action. 
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2. The Local and the International in Peacebuilding and Humanitarian Action  

 

Both peacebuilding and humanitarian action as part of global governance present 

intervention practices of concern for IR scholars. Thereby, intervention contexts are 

shaped by encounters between external (international) interveners, the affected 

population and local/national responders. The cumulative Habilitation looks at these 

encounters from different perspectives and within various settings. The research was 

guided by the initial observation of the potentially conflictual nature of these encounters 

and the power dynamics that unfold in intervention contexts, which mirror more 

structural and systemic factors of the governance of peacebuilding and humanitarian 

action. Amid the research, three key themes emerged: first, the problematic 

conceptualisation of the local and the international; second, the tense encounters of the 

local and the international and how they affect peacebuilding and humanitarian action 

interventions; and underlying systemic and structural factors that shape these 

encounters and that manifest themselves, among other things, in epistemic violence, 

discrimination and racism and the unequal distribution of power in the governance of 

peacebuilding and humanitarian action. 

 

2.1. Conceptualisations of the Local and the International  

 

There are flaws within current intervention practices, and there is much critique on 

international interventions in the name of peacebuilding and humanitarian action. As 

the prevailing narrative goes, interventions have not yielded the envisioned results, and 

efficiency and effectiveness are lacking. At a more fundamental level, the critique hides 

the uneasiness with prevailing intervention practices that exhibit the power dynamics 

at play in global governance, and which seem to be a continuation of colonial practices 

and the civilising mission (Barnett 2013, Paulmann 2013, Lidén 2011). Critical voices 

of dominant intervention practices identify the side-lining of local actors and the tense 

relations between the interveners and the ‘beneficiaries’ as a basic problem that often 

results in the resistance to peacebuilding or humanitarian efforts (Mac Ginty 2011, 

Autesserre 2014). The encounters of the international and the local in peacebuilding 

and humanitarian action interventions have thus become a topical line of scholarly 

inquiry, a challenge for policymakers and an everyday experience for practitioners. 
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Indeed, assessments of interventions have revealed how dominant approaches to 

peacebuilding and humanitarian action marginalise certain actors and voices. Whether 

it is insider mediators in peace processes (Roepstorff and Bernhard 2013) or local actors 

in humanitarian action (Roepstorff 2019, 2020a), they are marginalised within a system 

in which a few (Global North) actors shape international intervention practices 

(Roepstorff 2015 and 2020a) and hold monopoly over the meanings of peace or 

humanitarianism (Tripathi and Roepstorff 2020, Roepstorff 2015). Once this problem 

is identified, it is a natural next step to see the solution in emancipatory and inclusive 

approaches to peacebuilding, as reflected in the so-called local turn debate 

(Leonardsson and Rudd 2015, Visoka 2021) and the localisation of humanitarian action 

(Roepstorff 2020a). As illustrated in Armed Conflicts and Humanitarian Crises: 

Insights from the Anthropology of War, this critique is shared by anthropologists who 

have questioned internationally driven peacebuilding interventions and emphasised the 

local potential for peace, studying peacebuilding activities at the grass-roots level, 

including the role of ritual for peacebuilding and reconciliation. 

 

A call for critical reflection on the localisation agenda in humanitarian action discusses 

the two local turns in peacebuilding scholarship - from the first local turn of the 1990s 

to the current second local turn informed by postcolonial and poststructuralist theory. 

In a critique of standardised forms of peacebuilding interventions along the liberal 

peace paradigm, the two local turns in peacebuilding scholarship emphasise the 

importance of civil society actors, indigenous visions of peace in bottom-up approaches 

for sustainable peacebuilding, local infrastructures for peace and hybrid peace 

formations (Hellmüller 2020, Richmond 2013, Mac Ginty 2010). The local now 

features dominantly in the peacebuilding discourse, as it did in the development sector 

before and increasingly does so in the humanitarian field. Using insights from critical 

peacebuilding scholarship, the article extrapolates insights from peacebuilding research 

to scrutinise the localisation agenda in humanitarian action. It finds that the critique of 

a lacking conceptualisation of the local, the underlying binary opposition of the 

international and the local, as well as a Eurocentric worldview (Paffenholz 2015) can 

be extended to the current localisation discourse in the humanitarian sector. 

Indeed, the problematic conceptualisation of the local vis-à-vis the international was 

one of the key themes that ran like a red line throughout the research for the 

Habilitation. Not only in relation to insider mediators (Roepstorff and Bernhard 2013), 
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but also in the context of the localisation agenda in humanitarian action (Roepstorff 

2019, 2020a and 2021), a critical reflection of the labels ‘local’ and ‘international’ were 

at the heart of the inquiry. Findings from the analyses of the peacebuilding and 

humanitarian action discourse show that both labels are used in reference to a long list 

of a very diverse set of actors (Roepstorff 2013, 2020a, 2021). Different opinions on 

who is considered the local (and the international) circulate in academic writings, policy 

papers and practitioners’ discussions.  Some have thus suggested using the categories 

of insiders and outsiders instead. However, as it is argued in Insider Mediation in Peace 

Processes: an untapped resource?, attempts to differentiate between the insider and the 

outsider are as unproductive as the categorisation of the local and international as it is 

far from clear who should be considered as an insider or outsider in a given context. 

Rather, as the article concludes, it seems to be a question of both subjective and 

objective ascriptions and perceptions.  

 

The perceptual nature of the categories of the local and the international is further 

worked out in A call for critical reflection on the localisation agenda in humanitarian 

action. Taking up the discussion of the second local turn in peacebuilding scholarship, 

the article critically engages with the current discourse on localisation in humanitarian 

action. As in the peacebuilding field, the marginalisation of local actors has come under 

increasing critique in the humanitarian sector. Donors and humanitarian organisations 

have thus committed themselves to the localisation agenda with concrete steps to 

reform the humanitarian system. Intriguingly, the localisation discourse in 

humanitarian action has largely ignored the parallel debate in peacebuilding scholarship 

(Roepstorff 2019, 2020a). However, much could be learned from the ongoing debate 

on the second local turn, not only when it comes to the very definition of the local, but 

also why - despite good intentions - the current ways of working are so resistance to 

change.   

 

Similar to previous discussions in the peacebuilding field, the humanitarian sector 

struggles with conceptualising the local. Different views on who and what presents the 

local lead to different visions of how localisation should be implemented. The definition 

of the local is therefore not only a theoretical endeavour, but has implications for 

humanitarian practice. As argued in Roepstorff (2019), the various definitions of the 

local circulating in the humanitarian sector may result in the exclusion of certain actors.  
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For instance, the Charter4Change explicitly refers to NGOs from the Global South as 

local actors – which leads to an exclusion of local actors in the Global North that are 

active on Lampedusa, Lesbos or have provided humanitarian assistance in the wake of 

Hurricane Katrina (Roepstorff 2020a).  Further investigation and empirical research on 

local humanitarian action in the context of forced migration moreover shows how the 

local is commonly equated with the host community, with refugee-led organisations 

being largely overlooked (Roepstorff 2021, see also Pincock et al. 2021). The same 

research also uncovers the way the label of the local is ascribed in terms of relative size 

and power (Roepstorff, 2021, see discussion below).   

 

Underlying the discourse on the local turn in peacebuilding scholarship and localisation 

in humanitarian action is the distinction between the local and the international as 

binary opposites. A call for critical reflection on the localisation agenda in 

humanitarian action traces the colonial legacies and Eurocentric tendencies of this 

categorisation. As has been argued by postcolonial scholars and taken up by critical 

peacebuilding scholarship, the labelling of the local and international in peacebuilding 

and humanitarian action is based on an underlying ontological distinction that contrasts 

the ‘Western’/’international/modern’ to the ‘non-Western’/’local’/traditional Other’ 

(Kapoor 2008, Lidén and Jacobsen 2016). Following Paffenholz (2015), the paper 

argues that understanding the local and international as binary opposites has led to a 

blind spot on the role of local elites and non-Western international actors as well as an 

excessive critical focus on the international. It thus suggests a reconceptualisation of 

the local in line with a critical localism proposed by peacebuilding scholarship to 

overcome the problematic dichotomy of the local and the international and the 

associated (colonial) thought patterns. Such a critical localism understands the local as 

a complex conception of the everyday and space of action (Richmond 2011) and as a 

shifting, fluid concept that is highly contextual, relative and which is a site of ongoing 

construction and reconstruction (Mac Ginty 2015). Applying a critical localism in the 

study of the encounters of the international and the local understands the local not as a 

site that is opposed to the international, but one that is constructed within webs of power 

and politics in which different actors operate and interact. This includes the power with 

which some actors can define the local and determine how it is used (Mac Ginty 2015, 

Lambek 2011, Sabaratnam 2013). This also allows the analysis of heterogeneous 

interests and complex relationships between the various actors in the humanitarian 
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arena, in which ‘being local’ becomes a political resource and actors that claim to 

represent the local function as gatekeepers in the access to people in need and the 

distribution of aid (Hilhorst and Jansen 2010, Bräuchler 2018). For researchers, but also 

for practitioners, this requires a closer examination of the politics of the multi-local 

(Melis and Apthorpe 2020) in specific intervention contexts and at social interfaces 

(Long 2011) in which actors employ (discursive) strategies to legitimise their actions, 

gain access to people in need and generate social practices of inclusion and exclusion. 

 

Applying the theoretical reflections on the constructions of the local and the 

international (Roepstorff and Bernhard 2013, Roepstorff 2019 and 2020a) to an 

empirical case study confirmed the relational understanding of the local and the 

usefulness of critical localism as a research strategy. The article Localisation requires 

Trust: An Interface Perspective on the Rohingya Response in Bangladesh not only 

illustrates the nuanced and relational understandings of the local, but also shows how 

being local became a resource in a competitive humanitarian arena (see also Miklian et 

al. 2011 on peacebuilding in Nepal). Research in the specific context of the Rohingya 

Response in Cox’s Bazar exposed the ways in which actors used the label of the local 

in order to legitimise their presence and their actions. Moreover, the label of the local 

was commonly used in reference to the comparative size and powers of the organisation 

– the smaller the organisation and less leverage in the humanitarian arena, the more 

local it was considered.  

 

Research on the conceptualisations of the local and international in peacebuilding and 

humanitarian action has thus shown that the distinction between the local and the 

international present an oversimplification of the complex encounters in international 

intervention contexts (Roepstorff 2021, 2020a, 2019 and 2013). This is not only 

reflected in the ambivalent use of these labels in the international discourse (Roepstorff 

2020a), but also has concrete effects on peacebuilding and humanitarian action 

interventions. 

 

2.2. Encounters between the Local and the International  

 

A wide range of actors in different capacities are involved in the governance of 

peacebuilding and humanitarian action, ranging from donor states, regional and 
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international organisations, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), philanthropic 

individuals and societies to solidarity and diaspora groups and the private sector 

(Barnett 2013). It is this encounter between the many actors that informed the research 

for the Habilitation. As has been shown above, scholars, practitioners and policymakers 

alike thereby commonly juxtapose the international intervener to the declared local 

beneficiary of the intervention. 

 

A common trope in the discourse on these local-international encounters is the 

complementarity of efforts and resources, and the comparative advantage of the 

different actors involved. This is not only reflected in the call to make humanitarian 

action “as local as possible and as international as necessary” (Barbelet 2018), but also 

discussed in a number of policy documents and scholarly enquiries of these encounters. 

This comparative advantage and complementary nature of different actors is a central 

aspect discussed in Insider Mediation in Peace Processes: an untapped resource? The 

importance of engaging with local actors involved in peace mediation has been 

acknowledged both in theory and practice. Most notably, the 2012 UN Guidance for 

Effective Mediation not only promotes the cooperation with and support of local actors 

to foster mediation capacity, but also encourages the use of indigenous forms of conflict 

management and dispute resolution. Research has shown that local mediators play a 

critical role in peace processes, amongst other things by linking external mediation 

efforts with local peace processes (Giessmann and Wils 2011). However, the question 

arises to what extent ideals of mediation professionalism clash with local ideas and 

practices of mediation and peacemaking (see also Mac Ginty 2011). Considering the 

proposed collaboration of local and international mediation actors, this begs the 

question of how they may work together and complement each other in specific peace 

processes. Looking at the encounters of local and international, or insider and outsider 

mediators, it is argued that in line with findings from peacebuilding literature, hybrid 

forms of mediation emerge. However, the paper identifes a research gap regarding the 

ways insider mediators may complement external peace mediation efforts or how the 

different actors interact in specific peace processes. What is highlighted in the scholarly 

and practitioners’ discourse on insider mediation is, however, the idea of a comparative 

advantage of local and international actors in these processes – something that 

reverbates in the discourse on the localisation of humanitarian action.  
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The ways in which local actors may foster peace and reconciliation in conflict contexts 

while also providing humanitarian assistance and protection is discussed in reference 

to the Triple Nexus debate in Chance für den Frieden? Die Lokalisierungsagenda im 

Humanitären System im Nexus von Humanitärer Hilfe und Friedensförderung. Despite 

the broad support of the so-called Triple Nexus of development, humanitarian action 

and peace, the consensus of the humanitarian sector remains fixed on the idea that 

humanitarian actors should limit their contribution to conflict-sensitive programme 

planning without becoming more actively involved in peacebuilding activities. With 

ambivalent findings on the potential contribution of local humanitarian actors in 

peacebuilding efforts, the article concludes that further empirical studies that offer thick 

descriptions of the intertwining of humanitarian action and peacebuilding in the 

humanitarian arena and the various actors involved are needed to determine the 

conditions under which local organisations, grassroots movements or ad hoc actions 

that unite across conflict lines could contribute to sustainable conflict transformation 

and peacebuilding in humanitarian settings. Similarily to findings presented in A call 

for critical reflection on the localisation agenda in humanitarian action, the 

comparative advantage of local actors is thereby generally linked to their in-depth 

context-knowledge, socio-cultural closeness to the affected population and their 

embeddedness in local social structures. This embeddedness and closeness to the 

affected population may however also jeopardize their efforts or carry security risks for 

local actors.  

 

The assumption that local actors are per definition better placed to assess and identify 

needs due to their closeness to the affected population is indeed challenged on at least 

two grounds that are linked to the politics of the multi-local (Melis and Apthorpe 2020): 

first, depending on how the local is constructed (or who is considered as representing 

the local), this may include national elites that do not coincide with the affected 

population and as such may not share the same experiences, perspectives and needs 

(Lidén 2011, Paffenholz 2015). The local is not a homogenous group and power 

struggles play a role not only in international-local relations, but between local actors 

too, as documented in Localisation requires Trust: An Interface Perspective on the 

Rohingya Response in Bangladesh. Second, it carries the risk of producing blind spots 

regarding the space of action of local humanitarian actors (Roepstorff 2020b). Research 

on these encounters thus exposes the power struggles and practices of exclusion that 



 2. The Local and the International in Peacebuilding and Humanitarian Action 

 23 

are being exercised in the governance of humanitarian action and peacebuilding and at 

various levels.  

 

Indeed, the research on local humanitarian action in the Rohingya response showed 

how constructions of the self and other materialised in the context of localisation, with 

attempts to legitimise and delegitimise certain actors or their ways of working. ‘Being 

local’ became a resource in a competitive humanitarian arena in which the different 

actors were working against each other. Looking at the intersecting worlds of 

international aid workers and local humanitarian actors, the research showed how the 

Rohingya Response in Cox’s Bazar presented a humanitarian arena in which power 

struggles also found their expression in divergent interpretations of localisation, thereby 

challenging dominant discourses and practices prevalent in the humanitarian sector. 

The research finds that although international actors had more power to shape the 

response, local actors used different strategies to challenge the ways the response was 

carried out and how localisation was interpreted and implemented.  

 

This resonates with findings from research in India as a humanitarian actor, which 

challenge dominant discourses about the very meaning of humanitarian action and the 

practices that emerge from it. India and the DAC-donors: divergence or convergence 

principles and practices of humanitarian aid? argues that while India in general 

subscribes to the humanitarian principles, a major divergence to DAC donor approaches 

to humanitarian action can be identified that are shaped by Indian cultural values and 

foreign policy tradition. It moreover argues that by taking up the role of the leader 

speaking on behalf of countries in the Global South since independence, India has the 

potential to change and (re)construct the international aid regime. 

As stated above, Localisation requires Trust: An Interface Perspective on the Rohingya 

Response in Bangladesh similarly shows how dominant definitions and practices were 

also challenged in this particular humanitarian arena, where struggles over meanings 

and practices arose (Long and Jinlong 2009). However, and as the article concludes, 

below the surface of these struggles lays a deep-seated mistrust between the different 

actors, amplified by the separated spaces they inhabit (see also Smirl 2015). The paper 

thus suggests that in order to fill localisation with meaning and implement it in 

humanitarian practice, the humanitarian sector needs to turn its attention to trust-

building efforts between the different actors and invest in fostering their positive 
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relationships. This should include addressing the more fundamental issues of existing 

power imbalances, including the effects of (neo)colonialism, racism and classism in the 

governance of humanitarian action. This finding is echoed in the analysis of India as a 

humanitarian actor that shows how the growing engagement of Southern actors is met 

with suspicion and fear (Roepstorff 2015) and in the concerns raised regarding the 

inclusion of insider mediators in peace processes (Roepstorff and Bernhard 2013).  

 

2.3. Systemic and Structural Factors  

 

Research on the encounters of the local and the international in different intervention 

contexts has shown that in order to address shortcomings of current intervention 

practices and the governance in peacebuilding and humanitarian action, many of the 

reform efforts remain band-aid solutions if systemic and structural factors are not taken 

into account. Unequal power relations and a trust-deficit not only impact on the quality 

of relationships between the intervener and the affected populations, the humanitarian 

response and peacebuilding activities, but also raise questions of knowledge production 

and epistemological aspects in the governance of peacebuilding and humanitarian 

action. Struggles over meaning, expertise and knowledge are not only evident in the 

practices of peacebuilding (Roepstorff and Bernhard 2013) and humanitarian action 

(Roepstorff 2015 and 2021), but also in the different and sometimes conflicting 

interpretations of underlying concepts such as humanitarian action (Roepstorff 2015) 

or peace (Roepstorff 2019, Tripathi and Roepstorff 2020) themselves. For instance, and 

very fundamentally, one needs to ask the question ‘whose peace’ when peacebuilding 

interventions take place. In what Bräuchler (2018) has referred to as a cultural turn, 

peacebuilding scholarship has thus turned its attention to the cultural context and 

culturally determined conceptualisations of conflict, security and peace. However, this 

has so far not been accompanied by the required change in research culture. Armed 

Conflicts and Humanitarian Crises: Insights from the Anthropology of War shows how 

ethnographic studies that focus on everyday experiences of violence have challenged a 

narrow conceptualisation of war as being apart from the ordinary and have placed it in 

the daily lived experience of people. In this reading, war and peace are then not 

exclusive but coexisting social realities. Anthropologists have thus shown, if war is a 

social construct, so is peace. Fontan (2012) thus maintains that decolonising peace 
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studies not only “calls for an introspection of all aspects of the peace industry”, but also 

the very concept of peace itself. 

 

This argument is taken up in Decentering Peace and Conflict Studies: 

Conceptualisations of Peace in India, showing that many of the concepts and theories 

that are part of the toolkit in peace and conflict studies (and inform intervention 

practices), despite its many critical ‘turns’, are built on the legacies of a Eurocentric 

worldview (Müller 2016, Hobson 2012). As the article shows, the dominant 

conceptualisations found in peace and conflict studies can be traced back to religious 

and philosophical traditions in Europe (Tripathi and Roepstorff 2020). Though the 

article stresses the cross-fruition beyond the Global North and Global South divide, it 

also argues that the centres of knowledge production, gate-keeping institutions and 

funding opportunities are to a large part located in the Global North. As a result, the 

discipline’s standard approaches and theories have acquired “a Gramscian hegemony” 

over the epistemological foundations of scholarship in India (ibid.).  

 

Hegemonic power is thus not limited to the entanglement of peacebuilding and 

humanitarian action with other (foreign) policy objectives but more fundamentally 

refers to the continued marginalisation of different notions of peace or humanitarianism 

and ways of knowledge production. The ways of knowledge production, epistemic and 

gate-keeping practices that are dominant in the scientific community lead to the further 

invisibilisation of other voices and practices (Brunner 2018, Kapoor 2008, Spivak 1988, 

Mignolo 2002). Apart from disciplinary gate-keeping practices, an analysis of the IR 

discourse in India shows that it is generally not produced by scholars from the Global 

South but is “borrowed” or “adapted” from the Global North. This is due to the 

continuing predominance of the structures of Western philosophy backed by powerful 

institutions and the “intellectual dependency” of the Global South on the Global North 

(Behera 2008, Alatas 2006).  

 

The dominance of Northern concepts in peace research and peacebuilding practice is 

also found in the discourse on mediation as a way to resolve and transform conflict. As 

laid out in Armed Conflicts and Humanitarian Crises: Insights from the Anthropology 

of War, ethnographic studies of different societies show a wealth of peaceful means by 

which conflicts are settled, including self-redress, avoidance, toleration, negotiation 
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and third-party intervention such as mediation. Insider Mediation in Peace Processes: 

an untapped resource? shows how international peace mediation is shaped by a 

Western ideal of professionalism that understands it as a formal process that follows a 

certain structure and makes use of a specific mediation toolkit of communicative 

strategies. Anthropological insights into the relationship between culture and conflict 

resolution has thereby informed theoretical models of mediation and reconciliation and 

has been put into practice by people working on conflict transformation and 

peacebuilding. At the same time, anthropological and sociological insights on conflict 

management practices in different societies challenge the universality of the formal 

model of mediation with its specific ideas about the proper process of mediation and 

the role of the mediator (Golbert 2009, Merry 1984, Mac Ginty 2011).  

 

The Habilitation research shows that the invisibilisation of different voices – or 

‘epistemological violence’ (Brunner 2018) - is not only limited to the concept of peace 

and practices of peacebuilding (Exo 2015), but that similar issues are also prevalent in 

humanitarian action. In India and the DAC-donors: divergence or convergence 

principles and practices of humanitarian aid? it is argued that for decades the discourse 

and practice of foreign aid has been dominated by a small group of industrialised states 

that have joined in the OECD Development Assistance Committee’s (DAC) and who 

have established a set of principles, norms and best practices for delivering official 

development assistance (ODA), including humanitarian action. In recent years so-

called “emerging donors”’ or “new donors” who, to a large extent operate outside the 

framework of the DAC, have entered the humanitarian sector – with one of them being 

India. As the book chapter argues, the labelling of these donors as ‘new’ or ‘emerging’ 

is already problematic in itself, considering their long-standing record of providing aid. 

It thus contributes to the scholarly debate on humanitarian action in at least two ways: 

first, it addresses the problematic use of labels in reference to donors that operate 

outside of the DAC framework and as such highlights the exclusionary practices of the 

humanitarian sector and the ways in which actors from the Global South are met with 

suspicion; and second, it provides an in-depth examination of India’s engagement in 

the humanitarian sector and its approach to humanitarian action, locating it within the 

broader cultural context. It shows how humanitarianism and the idea of giving to the 

needy lie at the heart of Indian cultural values and political identity (Meier and Murthy 

2011; Bornstein 2012; Mauss 1990). Different conceptualisations of humanitarianism 
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and political norms have led India, together with other non-DAC actors like Brazil, to 

challenge the current hierarchical structures of the international aid regime. This finds 

its expression not only discursively in the preference of terms like ‘partnership’ over 

‘cooperation’, but also in concrete humanitarian practices and standard approaches of 

providing aid (Roepstorff 2015). 

 

Conceptually, donors such as India and Brazil usually – at least until recently – did   not 

differentiate between the different policy sectors of development, peacebuilding and 

humanitarian action (Roepstorff 2015). This is not only reflected in donor policies and 

official discourse but also in the identity and ways civil society actors work, as shown 

in Chance für den Frieden? Die Lokalisierungsagenda im Humanitären System im 

Nexus von Humanitärer Hilfe und Friedensförderung and Localisation requires Trust: 

An Interface Perspective on the Rohingya Response in Bangladesh. The (dominant) 

theoretical distinction of peacebuilding and humanitarian action interventions and the 

consequences for humanitarian practice is further examined in Chance für den Frieden? 

Die Lokalisierungsagenda im Humanitären System im Nexus von Humanitärer Hilfe 

und Friedensförderung. It shows how local humanitarian actors challenge the 

conceptual and practical distinction between peacebuilding and humanitarian action. 

The question then arises whose understanding of humanitarian action or peace should 

guide interventions. The existence of vernacular humanitarianism, different 

conceptualisations of peace, modes of knowledge production and the experience of 

epistemological violence, among other things, call for a critical engagement with 

current practices that are embedded within, and therefore may perpetuate, problematic 

aspects of global governance, manifested in the exercise of domination and control and 

the marginalisation of certain actors, voices and perspectives at both a conceptual and 

practical level.  

 

2.4. Methodological Reflections  

 

The research conducted for the Habilitation is based on both theoretical and empirical 

analysis of the encounters of the international and the local in peacebuilding and 

humanitarian action within the broader framework of global governance. Thus, the 

argument is developed both deductively and inductively. Combining both inductive and 

deductive reasoning is here believed to strengthen the “interplay between theory and 
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practice”, linking bottom-up approaches with conceptual considerations (Montison 

2018). Conducting research implies a constant movement - one moves back and forth 

between theory, methodology and empirical material (Bueger and Gadinger 2018).  

 

The arguments presented in the Habilitation have been developed on the basis of desk 

research that included academic literature on humanitarianism and peacebuilding and 

more general writings on local-international relationships as to be found, for instance, 

in postcolonial scholarship, but also in area studies and IR; relevant official documents 

and policies on the topic, such as the Grand Bargain, the Charter4Change, government 

statements, or UN documents; reports and case studies published by think tanks and 

(I)NGOs. This resulted in a systematic analysis and building of a theoretical argument 

regarding the role of insider mediators in peace processes (Roepstorff and Bernhard 

2013), the localisation discourse in the humanitarian sector generally (Roepstorff 

2020a) and in relation to the peacebuilding-humanitarian nexus debate in particular 

(Roepstorff 2019). Furthermore, the analysis and discussion of India’s humanitarian 

policy and practice encompassed the study of relevant government documents, policy 

papers and scholarly articles on the topic (Roepstorff 2015); while an analysis of 

conceptualisations of peace in India relied on a scholarly discussion of the relevant 

academic literature, guided by postcolonial and decolonial thinking, and the integration 

of insights from expert interviews for further substantiation of the argument (Tripathi 

and Roepstorff 2020). To gain a deeper understanding of the encounters of the 

international and local in peacebuilding and humanitarian action and to enhance the 

theoretical argument, empirical studies are however required.  As argued in Roepstorff 

(2019) and elsewhere, empirical studies offering a thick description of intervention 

contexts as well as a transdisciplinary research orientation are particularly suitable for 

investigating the encounters of different actors in the governance of peacebuilding and 

humanitarian action. The Habilitation therefore argues for a combination of 

ethnographic methods that offer thick descriptions of interventions contexts and the 

everyday politics of peacebuilding and humanitarian action with other methods of the 

standard political science repertoire.  

 

Reflections on the specific insights that anthropological studies of war and 

humanitarian crises have to offer (Roepstorff 2018) informed the use of ethnographic 

methods for examining peacebuilding and humanitarian action interventions, 
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culminating in an empirical study on local humanitarian action in the context of the 

Rohingya Response in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh, for which six weeks of field research 

were conducted in February and March 2019 (Roepstorff 2021). Moreover, findings 

from field research in India2 and Italy3 were included in the theoretical analysis of the 

role of insider mediators in peace processes (Roepstorff and Bernhard 2013), the 

localisation agenda in humanitarian action (Roepstorff 2020a), and the nexus of 

peacebuilding and humanitarian action (Roepstorff 2019). Pre-existing area and context 

knowledge that were acquired through several research stays in India informed the 

studies on India as humanitarian actor (Roepstorff 2015) and Indian conceptualisations 

of peace (Tripathi and Roepstorff 2020).  

 

Armed Conflicts and Humanitarian Crises: Insights from the Anthropology of War 

shows how ethnographic studies can offer important insights into the dynamics and 

effects of armed conflicts and humanitarian situations. By focussing on the lived 

experiences of the different actors involved, ethnographic studies enrich our 

understanding of intervention contexts. Interested in the social dimension of 

intervention contexts and the encounters of the local and the international in 

peacebuilding and humanitarian action, the empirical research for the Habilitation (and 

beyond) thus made use of ethnographic methods within an interpretivist research 

design. In contrast to a realist-objectivist methodology that rests on the assumptions of 

an objective social world in which knowledge can be achieved through observation, the 

constructivist-interpretivist methodology “rests on the belief in the existence of 

(potentially) multiple, intersubjectively constructed ‘truths’ about social, political, 

cultural, and other human events” (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012). These multiple 

perceptions are to be accessed or co-generated through the interactions between the 

researchers and researched as they interpret events or phenomena. Ethnographic 

methods lend themselves well to such a research methodology, as they seek to “make 

sense of how others make sense of the world” (Kuus 2013).  

 

Traditionally, ethnographic studies looked at the micro-level of a single bounded 

 
2 Unpublished findings from research on conflict-induced displacement in Assam, North-East India, 

funded by the Government of Canada and for which three weeks of field research were conducted in 

2012, including twelve expert interviews and a focus group discussion in Guwahati and Kokrajhar.  
3 See footnote 8.  
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community (Carney 2017).4 By offering thick descriptions and immersing into the 

social context that was to be studied, ethnographers set out to gain an emic 

understanding of particular communities and how they create meaning (ibid; see Geertz 

1973). This usually requires long-term field research, living with the ‘locals’ and taking 

part in the daily activities – while not falling into the pitfalls of ‘going native’. Within 

political science, ethnography has so far taken a somewhat peripheral role, countered 

with scepticism. As Pachirat (2009, cited in Wedeen 2010) finds: 

 

 Ethnography as a method is particularly unruly, particularly undisciplined, particularly 

 celebratory of improvisation, bricolage, and serendipity, and particularly attuned to the 

 possibilities of surprise, inversion, and subversion in ways that other methods simply are not. 

 If we think of the range of  research methods in political science as a big family, ethnography 

 is clearly the youngest, somewhat spoiled, attention-seeking child, always poking fun at and 

 annoying her more disciplined, goaloriented, and outwardly-successful older siblings. 

 Ethnography is the method who [sic] comes home to family reunions with the new mermaid 

 tattoo, with the purple hair, with yet another belly button ring, and with a moody, 

 melancholic artist for a girlfriend. At the dinner table, she is the method who interrupts her 

 older brother’s endless description of his stock portfolio with tales of the last full moon party 

 on Phi Phi Island in Thailand. Given that kind of unruliness, it’s no wonder that the older 

 siblings and father figures of our discipline often revert to the language of “disciplining” and 

 “harnessing” ethnography, of bringing her wild and unruly impulses under control by making 

 her abide by the rules of the dinner table. In short, ethnography maybe fun and exciting, but 

 she might also get you excommunicated from the family. 

 

In light of this somewhat pessimistic statement on the role that ethnography could play 

in political science it is noteworthy that within the ‘House of IR’ (Agathangelou and 

Ling 2004), ethnographic methods are increasingly forming part of critical approaches 

to studying world politics (Motinson 2018) and counter an over-reliance on formal 

written sources (Kuus 2013). The increasing prominence of ethnographic methods has 

led some scholars to attest an ethnographic turn in IR. As Lie (2013) notes, “The 

ethnographic turn seeks to direct greater attention to everyday practices and embodied 

 
4 This view of ethnography associated with anthropologists such as Malinowksi (Falzon 2016) or Evans-

Pritchard is informed by paradigms of clearly bounded fields or communities that can be studied 

holistically. However, latest with the crisis of representation and the writing culture debate within 

anthropology this traditional approach has been challenged on several grounds: communities could never 

be depicted as cultural islands isolated from the surrounding world; marking an important (reflexive) 

turn in anthropology it informed the discipline’s continuous discussion of adequate forms of 

ethnographic writing (and therewith representation), the importance of self-reflexivity and the 

positionality of the researcher, and questions of objectivity (Naida and Maeder 2005). 
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actions, thereby countering the criticism of IR as a static and state-centric discipline ill-

suited for grasping the complexities of political life”. Challenging mainstream 

quantitative as well as state-centrist approaches, IR scholars have thus adopted and 

adapted ethnographic methods to study practices and produce autoethnographic 

reflexive studies or multi-sited fieldwork (Montison 2018). Ethnographic methods have 

also been used to study the everyday realities of international intervention contexts, and 

the community of interveners themselves, such as diplomats, peacebuilders or 

humanitarian aid workers and their everyday practices (Autessere 2014, Kuus 2013). 

Adopting and adapting ethnographic methods, IR scholars have however been accused 

of reducing the complexity of ethnography, using ethnographic methods as an 

empiricist data-collection machine, a writing style or a theoretical sensibility (Vrasti 

2008). While this criticism may hold true in some cases, it can be countered in at least 

two ways. First, even in a reduced version, ethnographic methods allow for valuable 

insights that complement the standard repertoire of IR scholars. Second, anthropology 

by no means is a methodologically homogenous discipline. Critiques such as Vrasti 

allegedly take the role of a gatekeeper who has an idealised version of ethnography 

while at the same time ignores IR studies that have successfully applied ethnographic 

methods (Rantacore 2010).  

 

The empirical part of the research is to be located within the framework of this debate 

and seeks to contribute to the “ethnographic turn” and the importance of regional 

knowledge in political science in general, and international relations (IR) research in 

particular (Lie 2013).5  A multi-sited approach was chosen in order to highlight a 

common experience at different sites of intervention. Thereby, the selection of 

intervention arenas was chosen on the basis of “an a priori understanding of world 

politics” (Montison 2018) and as different windows (Cohn 2006) through which the 

phenomenon of interest can be studied, and common themes may be traced to contribute 

to theory-building on the encounters of the local and international in peacebuilding and 

humanitarian action. A typical problem of multi-sited case studies is the selection of 

specific locales, considering the sheer number of possible sites (Hannerz 2003). Thus, 

 
5 Having said this, the Habilitation is not to be understood as an ethnography of intervention contexts. 

Rather - and in line with most IR scholarship - it has adapted and made use of ethnographic methods in 

addition to more standard qualitative research methods, such as semi-structured interviews or focus group 

discussions. One could call this a qualitative study with ethnographic sensibilities (Montison 2018, Cohn 

2006). 
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I constructed my field sites in accordance with my research interest and an a priori 

understanding of the phenomenon under study. Interested in studying the encounters of 

the local and the international in the governance of peacebuilding and humanitarian 

action, I selected sites that saw both an international response and the engagement of 

local actors – I also researched online and spoke to people who had been deployed to 

these contexts for verification. Second, I selected the sites on the basis of prior 

knowledge, existing contacts, networks and feasibility. Existing contacts and networks 

were particularly important for short-term field research - in contrast to long-term 

studies there is little time to build relationships and gain trust and therewith access. In 

order to more easily understand the site of study, a prior knowledge of the political, 

economic and socio-cultural context was also of utmost importance. Feasibility criteria 

thus encompassed security concerns, language skills, familiarity with the socio-cultural 

context and access to interview partners and intervention practitioners.  

 

This approach merits some further clarifications and reflections. Though convinced 

about the assets of ethnographic methods for studying the encounters of the local and 

the international in the governance of peacebuilding and humanitarian action, problems 

arose: as typical when progressing with one's academic career I had limited time due to 

teaching and administrative obligations in my job at the university (see Falzon 2016). I 

also lacked the financial resources to conduct lengthy field research. However, as 

Hannerz (2003) notes, “ethnography is an art of the possible, and it may be better to 

have some of it than none at all”. Thus, in spite of these limitations, I started reflecting 

on the assets of short-term or remote field research. This was based on the assumption 

that it is not just the methods or the length of the field research itself that make 

anthropology valuable for the study of intervention contexts, but rather the specific 

mind-set, or attitude that informs ethnographic research.6 This includes a keen interest 

in understanding other persons’ perceptions of the world and interpretations of events; 

a self-reflective practice; and the acceptance of multiple (informal) sources of 

information and research practice that is grounded in the everyday practices of people. 

Apart from certain research practices (learning a local language, participating in the 

daily life through ordinary and informal conversations and interactions, observing 

 
6 Having said this, of course there exist different approaches in anthropology, ranging from positivist to 

interpretivist research paradigms.  
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events and fixating data in field notes), it requires a distinct ‘sensibility’ to study lived 

experience, and then linking them back to scholarly discourses (Wedeen 2010).  

 

From the publications selected for the Habilitation, Localisation requires Trust: An 

Interface Perspective on the Rohingya Response in Bangladesh is the key text that 

offers a qualitative study with ethnographic sensibilities – though findings from other 

studies have been integrated into the more theoretical arguments of the other 

publications. This particular study was guided by an interest in the encounters of the 

local and international in forced migration contexts and against the background of the 

humanitarian sector’s localisation agenda. The case of Bangladesh is maybe the most 

straightforward site for the study of local-international encounters in humanitarian 

action. Since the latest influx in August 2017, Bangladesh hosts about one million 

forcibly displaced Rohingya who are living in 32 camps in the country’s Cox’s Bazar 

district. It is considered the first big humanitarian operation since the adoption of the 

localisation agenda, with a high number of actors involved. Localisation has become a 

sensitive and contentious issue that has led to tensions between the different actors 

involved in the response. A number of actors are currently seeking to implement and 

operationalise the localisation agenda and identify best practices for this particular 

context. Due to previous research in Rakhine State, Myanmar, (2013) and Bangkok 

(2015) as well as my general focus on South Asia, I had decent background knowledge 

on the situation of the Rohingya and the challenges with the humanitarian response. 

Moreover, due to pre-existing networks I was able to get access to people and 

institutions – among them the Calcutta Research Group headed by Ranabir Samaddar, 

whom I have known since I conducted field research on conflict-induced displacement 

in Northeast India (2012), colleagues at the University of Dhaka - including an official 

invitation and affiliation at the same for the time of field research -, and humanitarian 

practitioners who have been crucial in briefing me before field research and brokering 

access once in the field.  

 

Field research in Cox’s Bazar consisted of different kinds of qualitative interviews with 

a variety of humanitarian actors, focus group discussions, limited non-participant and 

participant observation and – very importantly – informal conversations and deep 

hanging out. I took extensive field notes, mapped actors and networks. I also used 

statistical data for further insights on the number of humanitarian actors involved in the 
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response, the allocation of funds, and the number of national and local staff vis-à-vis 

international ones. This allowed me to gain a first-hand understanding of the actors, 

networks, dynamics and issues as well as building relationships and gaining access. 

Thereby the approach follows Schatz’s (2009) suggested research strategy for political 

scientists using ethnographic methods: “immersion through participation and an 

ethnographic sensibility going beyond participation to gain an understanding of the 

meanings that the people under study attribute to their social and political reality”. The 

collected data was then transcribed and inductively coded with MAXQDA to allow for 

better organisation and systematic analysis of the same. Findings were triangulated with 

available official data, newspaper articles and reports by non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs).   

 

The same approach has been applied to field research in Italy, and previously in North-

East India7. Though not forming part of the Habilitation, research on local humanitarian 

action in forced migration contexts has also been conducted in Italy with two field 

research stays in Lampedusa and Sicily in 2018 and 2019, raising a number of ethical 

questions regarding the research design and issues of positionality, for example when 

participating in helping at disembarkation at the port of Lampedusa or when 

interviewing Rohingya in the camps in Cox’s Bazar. The multi-sited research will 

culminate in a monograph entitled Local Humanitarian Action and Forced 

Migration: Contested Spaces of International Aid, for which a contract has been 

signed with Routledge. Publication is planned for 2022.8  

 
7 See supra note 2.  
8 Part of the book’s argument is that the localisation agenda is targeting the Global South, while local 

humanitarian action in the context of forced migration also takes place in the Global North. The case of 

the Mediterranean has hence been selected to add a view from the Global North. Though the localisation 

agenda is not implemented as such, also here local humanitarian actors are often the first responders. 

Especially in reference to Greece the importance of local humanitarian actors has thus been stressed and 

their capacity strengthening been supported. Maybe a particularity of the Mediterranean context, civilian 

organisations conducting SAR operations are important actors who not only operate translocally but form 

strong networks and have come under severe pressure. At the time of research, Italy was the country 

where most people arrived, and Lampedusa having become a symbol of the ‘crisis’. Lampedusa was also 

selected as a research site as – like in Cox’s Bazar – people were arriving and being assisted at least since 

the 90s. This allowed assessing the changing or shifting environment for local humanitarian action in 

these sites. Moreover, the focus on Italy is owned also to my language skills and cultural familiarity with 

Italy, especially Sicily, since childhood. This has proven to be of utmost importance when getting access 

to activists and first responders on the island. The sites however extend geographical boundaries: actors 

were travelling (for instance, a main protagonist and local humanitarian actor in Cox’s Bazar was living 

in Dhaka and frequently travelling to Geneva for international meetings on the localisation agenda) and 

using social media, such as Facebook, to connect with other actors, disseminate information and inform 

about their activities beyond their geographical localities.   
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3. Conclusion and Outlook  

 

The above discussion shows that a fundamental concern in relation to the governance 

of peacebuilding and humanitarian action are the ways in which existing practices and 

structures marginalise a number of actors, perspectives and approaches in the 

governance of peacebuilding and humanitarian action. What is particularly unsettling 

is that these voices are generally the ones of the population not only affected by armed 

conflicts, famines or displacement, but are to be the ‘beneficiaries’ of the interventions.   

 

Humanitarian action and peacebuilding with their global reach assume a universality of 

humanitarian reason and aim at generating values and principles with global reach 

(Hutchings 2019). However, the humanitarian system as a carrier of these norms and 

principles has its origins in Western missionary thinking (Paulmann 2013). In a 

continuation of the dominance of Northern actors and organisations and their values, 

the ‘humanitarian club’ of an exclusive elite sets the rule and establishes the 

infrastructure of the humanitarian sector (Barnett 2021). The peacebuilding sector, with 

its dominant liberal peace paradigm and dominant actors from the Global North 

intervening in Southern contexts, has been criticised for stabilising an unequal and 

unjust international order and reinforcing the status-quo of Western dominance 

(Finkenbusch 2021). Although some actors from the Global South attempt to enter the 

club, membership remains exclusive and conditional upon shared values, norms and 

rules which are by no means neutral, but strongly rooted in colonial legacies and the 

mission to civilise (Jabri 2016, Paris 2002). This is not to say that other cultures and 

traditions do not encompass humanitarian reasoning, values and institutions. Yet, the 

club’s members – despite their differences - are largely homogeneous. Most funds are 

channelled through these organisations, which in light of the local turn or the 

localisation agenda, still choose their partner organisations in the Global South on the 

basis of ethical and organisational closeness.  

 

One of the consequences of this is that peacebuilding and humanitarian action suffer 

from a “white gaze” problem in which whiteness is considered the standard category 

against which everything else is being judged. This means, in the words of Pailey 

(2020) that “the white gaze…is measuring black, brown and non-white people against 

the standard of northern whiteness… and uses that standard of northern whiteness to 
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measure economic, political and social processes in the so-called global South”. This 

resonates with critiques of the discipline of IR more generally (Bendix et al. 2020), 

accusing it of Eurocentrism that enforces a narrow understanding of the world. As Picq 

(2013) notes, “the problem with an imagined West as the central subject and referent 

of global politics is that it deprives the discipline of a multiplicity of ways of being in 

the world”. But it also finds its expression in power inequalities within the 

peacebuilding and humanitarian sector and hierarchies between donors, INGOs and the 

affected population in intervention contexts. It preserves the dominance of certain 

actors, but also is linked to issues of racism, xenophobia and discrimination (Roepstorff 

2021). This has led to more recent calls for decolonising the international aid system, 

requiring more fundamental reforms that go beyond the localisation of humanitarian 

action (Boateng 2021). 9  Without acknowledging the historical and socio-political 

context, the governance of peacebuilding and humanitarian action thus risks 

perpetuating harmful practices of (neo)colonialism and oppression (Pyles 2017).  

 

Coloniality manifests itself in the perpetuation of colonial systems and technologies of 

domination into the present (Rutazibwa 2019). According to Mignolo and Walsh  

(2018), decoloniality follows, derives from, and responds to coloniality and the ongoing 

colonial process and condition. It is a form of struggle and survival, an epistemic and 

existence-based response and practice – most especially by colonised and racialised 

subjects. As such, “a decolonial approach to humanitarianism thus challenges 

Eurocentric analyses, foregrounding the experiences and knowledges of the intended 

targets of humanitarian aid. It poses questions not so much about the political will, 

operational implementation and technical capabilities of humanitarians as it does about 

the perpetuation of colonial power relations in seemingly benevolent activities” 

(Rutazibwa 2019). Similarly, the findings of the Habilitation suggest that both 

peacebuilding and humanitarian action research and practice need to be decentered with 

the purpose not to reject concepts and models that emerged in the Global North, but to 

enrich them (Tripathi and Roepstorff 2020). A decolonial research strategy and praxis 

helps augmenting the Western body of knowledge with subaltern perspectives (Müller 

 
9 See also: Barnett, M. (2021), „Humanitarian organizations won’t listen to groups on the ground, in part 

because of institutionalized racism. Here’s what prompted the push toward localization — and what’s 

blocking this change”, Washington Post, available at: 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2021/06/08/humanitarian-organizations-wont-listen-groups-

ground-part-because-institutionalized-racism/, last accessed 22.11.2021.   
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2016, Alatas 2006, Mignolo 2000). The aspiration then becomes one of “connecting 

(rather than uniting) many projects and trajectories in a global process of de-colonial 

cosmopolitanism, toward the horizon of pluriversality as a universal project.” (Mignolo 

2010). This requires thinking of the world from a pluralist, rather than a monist 

perspective. Such a pluralist argument has the potential not only to disrupt hegemonic 

one world stories but also to revalue other ones – with the experience of dissonance that 

can bring about constructive change through practices of negotiation and reflective 

interaction as opposed to the imposition of one view of other’s (Hutchings 2019). 

 

Beyond the inclusion of cultural and contextual knowledge as offered by ethnographic 

studies (Roepstorff 2018, 2020a), findings from the Habilitation moreover indicate the 

need for decolonising research – including ethnographic research practices, including 

issues of representation (Kaur and Klinkert 2021). As argued in Armed Conflicts and 

Humanitarian Crises: Insights from the Anthropology of War, scholars from the Global 

North speaking or writing on behalf of people affected by armed conflicts and 

humanitarian crises in the Global South may unwittingly reinforce existing power 

relations. On the other hand, precisely because of their privileged status, researchers 

who witness injustices have the responsibility to bear witness. This requires an 

approach that challenges Eurocentric research methods undermining the knowledge 

and experiences of marginalised population groups (Keikelame and Swartz 2019). 

Inclusive research methods propagated to decolonise academic endeavours include 

participatory and community-based action research (Smartt Gullion and Tilto 2020, 

Lykes and Scheib 2015), co-production through research partnerships (Lokot and Wake 

2021, Fast 2019) and the inclusion of indigenous knowledge systems (Smith 2021, Exo 

2015). This further calls for decolonial research ethics10  and the decolonisation of 

peacebuilding and humanitarian practice, including a critical reflection of the ways in 

which the governance of peacebuilding and humanitarian action perpetuates 

problematic practices of domination and control, epistemic violence and 

discrimination. 

  

 
10 See for example: https://decolonialityeurope.wixsite.com/decoloniality/charter-of-decolonial-

research-ethics, last accessed 22.11.2021. 
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