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Peacekeeping, Peacebuilding, and Peacemaking: 
Concepts, Complications, and Canada’s Role 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Since the end of the Cold War (1948-1989), states and 
international organizations have repeatedly engaged in 
peacekeeping, peacebuilding, and peacemaking to 
help solve international and intra-national problems.  
But although conflict resolution is a regular feature of 
the international landscape, these operations have 
achieved mixed results.  Some, such as the 
Afghanistan operation commanded by the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), are making 
valuable contributions to stability.  Haiti, which 
experienced a new internal crisis early in 2004 after a 
decade of peacekeeping and peacebuilding, is a less 
impressive case.  
 
After considering definitions of each activity, this 
document argues that they can be effectively 
employed by states in pursuit of international peace 
and stability.  Nonetheless, parliamentarians’ 
discussions on whether Canada should participate in a 
specific case need to be based on a clear 
understanding of the risks involved.  Contributing 
countries could find themselves in a mission that fails 
or one that requires an indefinite commitment of 
military peacekeepers, civilian peacebuilders, or 
diplomatic peacemakers.  In addition, the democratic 
and representative governance experience that most 
peacebuilders bring to the table may not be suitable to 
some crises.   
 
PEACEKEEPING  
 
Peacekeeping, like the other conflict resolution 
instruments, is hard to define and may be intended by 
different users to mean different things.  Due to the 
diversity of operations being described, and the 
familiarity and favourable resonance of the word 
itself, “peacekeeping” is used to encompass a wide 
range of missions that often include peacebuilding and 
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the root causes of conflict, such as environmental 
degradation, underdevelopment, and threats to the 
human security of individuals), or to buttress 
diplomatic peacemaking (by institutionalizing peace 
after a conflict).(4)  Peacebuilding consists of activities 
that, during the Cold War, were considered the 
exclusive purview of states.  It can involve democratic 
institution building, the design and monitoring of 
elections, training of security institutions (the police 
and military), and reconciliation and human rights 
initiatives. 
 
Peacebuilding is linked to peacekeeping and must 
observe the same principles in order to be successful.  
Since the late 1980s, military peacekeepers and a 
growing number of civilian peacebuilders have been 
deployed inside states to try to maintain order, help 
implement agreements, and build peace.  As a leading 
panel on UN peacekeeping reform noted in August 
2000, “History has taught us that peacekeepers and 
peacebuilders are inseparable partners in complex 
operations.”(5)  This interrelationship is significant, 
because states and individual Canadian legislators will 
want to consider the likelihood of success before 
moving to promote reconciliation.  A positive 
contribution to peace is most likely if an operation 
maintains the consent of the disputants. 
 
DIPLOMATIC PEACEMAKING 
 
With respect to the two types of peacemaking, the 
principles are much more important to the first, 
diplomatic peacemaking, which refers to political 
mediation, than the second, peace enforcement, which 
is the use of military muscle to compel disputants to 
stop fighting.(6) This is because diplomatic 
peacemaking often precedes or occurs in parallel with 
peacekeeping, and, like peacekeeping, requires the 
consent of disputants.(7)  It involves negotiations that 
aim to avoid conflict or to bring combatants to the 
peace table.  The UN would probably welcome 
assistance in these areas from Canada, because the 
streamlining of headquarters executive staff positions 
in the 1990s has removed any excess capacity it had 
for this type of work.(8)  Senior people, with skill in 
mediation and negotiation and the willingness to 
commit to conflicts full-time for extended periods, are 
badly needed.   
 
Canadian legislators may wish to take account of the 
principles discussed above, given their major role in 
calling for multifunctional peace operations.  
According to Bill Graham, Canada’s Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, elected officials are well placed to 

lead discussions of peace operations and interventions 
and help mobilize political will because the public’s 
outrage and demands to “do something” are frequently 
channelled though them.(9)

 
COMPLICATIONS 
 
Awareness of the principles upon which peacekeeping 
rests is not enough to guarantee success.  A difficult 
conflict environment can cause an engagement to fail, 
as some of the UN’s multifunctional missions did 
during the 1990s.  UN operations in the former 
Yugoslavia, Rwanda, Somalia, Angola, Western 
Sahara and elsewhere all encountered considerable 
difficulty.  The problem was not that these ambitious 
operations were incompatible with the principles of 
peacekeeping.  They failed because the civil wars that 
have preoccupied the world community since the early 
1990s are not well suited to the peacekeeping 
treatment.(10)  Canada is among the states that have 
exhibited a strong interest in the peacebuilding side of 
such missions,(11) but again the success rate is not 
high.  Of the 18 separate countries that experienced a 
UN peacekeeping mission with a democratic 
institution-building component between 1988 and 
2002, 13 (72%) were classified in 2002 as some form 
of authoritarian regime.(12)  
 
Many states have supported peacebuilding, but their 
democratic experience is partly responsible for the 
setbacks mentioned above.  The reality is that 
democratization is neither a linear process nor 
inherently a good, although sometimes this is 
assumed.  In fact, the political competition that 
characterizes democracy has often sharpened rather 
than muted conflict in divisive societies (such as in 
Angola, Rwanda and Bosnia-Herzegovina).(13)  Care is 
needed to ensure that external support for political 
institution building does not worsen the prospects for 
peace. 
 
Other factors also need to be taken into account.  
Perhaps the most important is ensuring that 
democratic peacebuilding expertise is culturally 
appropriate to the post-conflict situation.  Some 
scholars have argued that peacebuilding strategies 
need to be sensitive to local needs and cultural 
attitudes and avoid imposing an external model.  To 
be sustainable, peacebuilding must be rooted in the 
country where the conflict raged and be built on the 
participation of people from that setting.(14)  This 
suggests that Canadian parliamentarians should 
educate themselves about local requirements, and be 
open to alternatives when it comes to fostering new 



governance institutions.  The “cookie-cutter” 
approach to post-conflict political institution building 
is to be avoided.  As the experiences in Bosnia, 
Kosovo, and Afghanistan illustrate, some exploration 
of traditional forms of governance appears to be 
warranted.(15)

 
Another concern, one also applicable to diplomatic 
peacemaking, is that peacebuilding requires a 
sustained commitment.  As one scholar has argued, 
peacebuilding is based on the forging of relationships 
and trust that need to be maintained for extended 
periods.(16)  This is an important consideration for 
western liberal-democratic states, because the political 
constraints imposed by liberal institutions of 
governance make them reluctant to use force or to pay 
high costs when addressing humanitarian crises or 
conflicts that are outside of national interests.(17)  
Canada should prepare for the possibility that a short-
term role will not be feasible.  It should not lower the 
bar in terms of seeking to foster democratic and 
representative institutions; rather, patience and a 
willingness to extend the bar out over time are 
required.(18)  This may require states to “lock in” a 
share of their limited resources for longer than 
preferred. 
 
A case in point is Haiti, which was host to 10 short-
term peacekeeping/peacebuilding missions in the last 
decade.  A new round of internal turmoil in early 2004 
led to the establishment of a United States-led 
stabilization mission, to which Canada contributed 
450 troops for three months.  Ottawa announced a 
three-month extension in May so that there would be a 
smooth transition to a new UN peacekeeping force.(19)  
Striking lessons are being drawn from Haiti’s 
experience.  Reginald Dumas, UN Secretary-General 
Kofi Annan’s Special Envoy to Haiti, has said that 
international peacekeepers should stay in the 
Caribbean country for up to 20 years in order to 
guarantee peace and to break the stop-start cycle of 
stability-collapse.(20)

 
Diplomatic peacemakers face similar challenges.  The 
shape and context of a diplomatic peacemaking 
initiative largely depend on unpredictable political 
events.  However, timing is critical, and this requires 
an intimate understanding of the conflict.  Interested 
states or international organizations should be 
prepared to follow conflicts closely in order to 
anticipate the best moment for third-party diplomacy.  
They should also be prepared to provide personnel to 
the UN quickly so that the world body is able to take 
advantage of the opportunity.(21)  Once again, a state 
may be asked to make a sustained commitment. 

CONCLUSION 
 
A measure of uncertainty continues to surround the 
definitions of the terms “peacekeeping,” 
“peacebuilding,” and “diplomatic peacemaking,” 
because many people prefer to use “peacekeeping” to 
describe operations that often include the other two 
activities.  But that said, peacebuilding is generally 
understood as being efforts that seek to forge lasting 
peace, and diplomatic peacemaking can be said to 
involve negotiated attempts to avoid or end conflict.   
 
Canada’s parliamentarians have made and can 
certainly continue to make positive contributions to 
these operations.  Since 1949, Canada has deployed 
over 125,000 military peacekeepers and thousands of 
civilian peacebuilders; and peacekeeping, it is said, 
has become an integral part of the “national DNA.”( )22  
Of course, Canada is not the only state with a 
democratic and representative form of government, 
political will, and past experience in peacekeeping/ 
peacebuilding in Africa, the Americas, Asia, Europe, 
and the Middle East.  This is fortunate, for the UN and 
NATO need troops.  The UN can also use help with 
diplomatic peacemaking because senior officials able 
to make long-term commitments are in short supply, 
and it would not mind sharing the field with 
governments that have resources to spare. 
 
However, there are significant challenges associated 
with an active Canadian role.  The risks are 
dramatically revealed by the long duration of some 
peacekeeping commitments, such as in Cyprus, where 
Canada deployed a battalion for 29 years, and by the 
failure of many multifunctional UN operations in the 
1990s.  Perhaps the greatest difficulty is with respect 
to peacebuilding.  The UN and its partners have not 
been very successful when attempting democratic 
institution building.  This is because democracy is 
sustained by political competition that can exacerbate 
tensions in fragile post-conflict societies.  In addition, 
a contributor’s political expertise is not always 
culturally appropriate in a given situation.  Canada 
and its allies should therefore consider how their 
representative political institutions could be adapted to 
more traditional forms of governance.  Peacebuilding, 
like diplomatic peacemaking, may also require a 
sustained commitment and patience.  Both activities 
should be undertaken only with an understanding of 
the local situation and confidence that the time is right 
for a third party to intervene. 
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