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Introduction

The establishment of the United Nations Peacebuilding Architecture (PBA) institutionalised recent developments 

in international thinking and practice regarding war torn-states in the developing world. The transformation of 

conflict-affected societies and the rebuilding of effective states that can deliver socio-economic progress to their 

citizens have therefore become crucial to international efforts to ensure sustainable peace. In recognition of the 

interrelatedness and complexity of threats to peace, the PBA brings together development and security actors for 

the achievement of holistic statebuilding strategies. Sierra Leone was one of the first countries to be placed on its 

agenda. An innovative focus on youth employment reflects the attempt to conjoin security and socio-economic 

development in the reconstruction of a peaceful Sierra Leone.  

This paper analyses the PBA’s distinctive approach, focusing on its youth employment component. It views the 

statebuilding process as made up of three dimensions, which are often driven by different internal logics: policy-

making, operationalisation, and state-society relations. Applying this framework, it outlines the PBA’s 

development of a statebuilding policy narrative and its integration of the employment question in it and then 

discusses the translation of this policy approach into a youth employment project on the ground. Finally, it 

presents the outlook of a community of unemployed youth in Freetown on their relationship to the post-war state. 

Contrasting these dimensions sheds light on the stark discrepancies between the exigencies and constraints faced 

by international organisations and the lives and perspectives of young people on the streets of Freetown. These 

discrepancies expose the limitations of the peacebuilding approach to international engagement in war-torn states. 
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At the turn of the twentieth century, the 

international community became increasingly involved 

in internal conflict in the developing world, triggering 

changes in international thinking and practice regarding 

war-torn nations. Reflecting these changes, 

international actors increasingly understand civil war as 

complex, and threats to the peace as varied and 

interrelated; the achievement of ceasefire is no longer 

viewed as enough to avoid relapse. Looking beyond 

immediate triggers, analyses of civil war now point to 

fundamental characteristics of conflict-ridden 

environments that facilitate escalation into violent 

conflict. Most significantly, underdevelopment has 

been singled out as increasing the risk of war (Collier et 

al. 2003). Accordingly, international interventions have 

expanded and extended, reaching deeper into causes of 

war and for a longer period of time; conflict-affected 

societies are to be thoroughly transformed. While the 

notion that sustainable peace requires more than the 

silencing of guns opens the way for a plethora of 

interpretations (see, for example, Barnett et al. 2007), 

the reconstruction of fragile states is increasingly 

central to addressing the multiple threats to durable 

peace. Building effective state institutions is expected 

to have the “positive effects on the economy, society 

and politics,” (Wesley 2008, p. 373) necessary to steer 

countries away from war.  

The expansion of the means to achieve sustainable 

peace is most evident in the United Nation’s (UN) 

adoption of the term ‘peacebuilding.’ First introduced 

in 1992, peacebuilding succeeds peacekeeping and 

peace enforcement to build peaceful societies following 

the cessation of combat. In 2005, the UN introduced a 

new addition to the organisation’s conflict-resolution 

toolkit: the Peacebuilding Architecture (PBA). Made up 

of a Peacebuilding Fund, a Commission, and a Support 

Office, the PBA institutionalises the recognition that 

reconstruction is a multi-faceted process, requiring 

cooperation among different actors. The PBA is 

expected to become a hub of coordination, bringing 

together actors from both ‘security/political’ and 

‘development/economic’ backgrounds to rebuild states 

emerging from war (Annan 2005, p. 2). Sierra Leone 

was among the first countries to experience this new 

model of international engagement when in 2007, five 

years after the end of its brutal civil war, it was placed 

on the PBA’s agenda.  

In analysing the PBA’s distinctive approach to 

reconstruction in Sierra Leone, this paper views the 

statebuilding process as composed of three dimensions: 

policy-making, operationalisation, and state-society 

relations. Analysing youth employment initiatives 

across these three dimensions illuminates the 

disjuncture between policy, its translation into practice, 

and the realities and complexities of the world they aim 

to describe and change. These three dimensions, it shall 

be argued, are often independent of each other and 

driven by different perspectives and internal logic. 

After introducing the context of the Sierra Leonean 

conflict, the paper will outline this analytical approach 

framing the discussion of the PBA’s work within 

existing statebuilding literature.  

The aim of the paper is then threefold: firstly, to 

analyse the PBA’s state reconstruction policy in Sierra 

Leone, focusing in particular on the innovative 

emphasis on youth employment. The integration of a 

youth employment focus into a holistic strategy for the 

rebuilding of Sierra Leone in fact reflects the effort by 

these new institutional mechanisms to conjoin security 

and socio-economic development.  Secondly, it will 

discuss the translation of this policy approach into a 

concrete youth employment project on the ground. 

Finally, the paper aims to offer a view beyond policy 

and projects by presenting the outlook of a group of 

unemployed youth in Freetown on their relationship to 

the post-war state. Presenting the perspectives of 
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policy-makers and practitioners on the one hand and 

those of the “subjects of peacebuilding” (Richmond & 

Franks 2009, p. 8) on the other sheds light on the stark 

discrepancies between the exigencies and constraints 

faced by international organisations and the everyday 

lives of young people eking out an existence in the 

streets of Freetown. These discrepancies expose the 

limitations of the peacebuilding approach to 

international engagement in war-torn states. 

The paper is based on fieldwork carried out in 

Freetown and at UN headquarters in New York in 2010 

and on the analysis of policy documents made available 

on the UN online archives. Policy analysis and 

interviews with policy-makers were used to gain 

insights into the PBA’s policy stance, while interviews 

with practitioners involved in the implementation of the 

youth employment project, as well as local observers of 

development processes, helped to draw a picture of the 

operationalisation dimension. Finally, I carried out 

interviews with unemployed youth in two communities 

in an impoverished area of Western Freetown, 

combined with ethnographic observation and 

participation in community meetings. In total, 56 

individual interviews and 3 focus groups were carried 

out in Freetown, and 4 key decision-makers were 

interviewed in New York.  

Complex Emergencies: The UN and the 

Sierra Leone War  

Sierra Leone’s war has become emblematic of the 

internal conflicts erupting in the aftermath of the Cold 

War. Started in 1991 by a small, armed militia calling 

itself the Revolutionary United Front (RUF), the civil 

war thrust the country into chaos for over ten years. As 

rebels and soldiers alike engaged in looting, pillaging, 

and human rights abuses, and after the failure of the 

1997 Abidjan peace process, the UN intervened in the 

country. Initially an observer mission (UNIOSIL), the 

UN presence later had to expand its force as the conflict 

became increasingly complex and brutal. Aided by 

British military intervention, the UN facilitated the 

signing of a third and final peace agreement in Abuja in 

2000 and oversaw the disarmament process in 2001. 

Since the cessation of hostilities, the UN has played a 

major role in Sierra Leone’s recovery, including placing 

the country on the PBA’s agenda in 2007. The 

upcoming 2012 elections are expected to be the final 

test of Sierra Leone’s resilience and are likely, if 

peaceful, to lead to the withdrawal of the UN Integrated 

Peacebuilding Office (UNIPSIL). 

Attempts to understand what led to Sierra Leone’s 

devastating war have given rise to heated scholarly 

discussions, reflecting the complex nature of the 

conflict. Kaplan’s (1994) journalistic account portrayed 

the conflict as an anarchic eruption, the distorted result 

of ecological degradation and population pressures. 

This interpretation has been challenged by those who 

focus instead on the role of marginalised segments of 

society and, in particular, of Sierra Leone’s excluded, 

often uneducated and anti-social youth, and their 

frustration with a political system that had left them to 

fend for themselves (Abdullah 1998; Richards 1996). 

Furthermore, economic motivations, such as 

opportunities for loot and gain through the illegal 

economy and diamond trade, have been highlighted 

alongside regional factors such as the influence of 

Charles Taylor’s Liberian war (Gberie 2005; Keen 

2005; Reno 1998). Setting the background for all of 

these discussions is the erosion of the Sierra Leonean 

state’s authority and legitimacy, combined with the 

economic downturn of the late 1970s and early 1980s 

(Kandeh 1999; Richards 1996). As we shall see, an 

attempt to pinpoint contributors to Sierra Leone’s slide 

towards destruction forms an important part of the 
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PBA’s approach to rebuilding the Sierra Leonean state 

and its attempt to frame the youth employment question 

within a statebuilding strategy.  

Debates in Statebuilding Policy 

The introduction of statebuilding as an essential 

component of peace operations reflected the recognition 

that “quick and dirty” peace operations (von Billerbeck 

2010, p. 353) are unlikely to result in long-lasting 

peace. In this view, the complexity of environments 

such as Sierra Leone’s apparently intractable conflict 

require longer engagement and an attempt to address 

the multiple threats of war. Building effective state 

institutions as part of peacebuilding efforts offers the 

opportunity to tackle these problems at their root. This 

focus on statebuilding comes at a time when effective 

states have taken centre ground in international policy. 

In the field of international security, for example, 

policy-makers have expressed concern with fragile or 

‘failed states,’ perceived to pose significant threats to 

the international community through potential spill-

overs of disease, war, and population flows (Milliken & 

Krause 2002; Rotberg 2004; Zartman 1995). 

Furthermore, development actors, most notably the 

World Bank (1997), have been rethinking their stance 

on the role of the state in economic development, 

following the failure of liberalisation programmes in 

the late 1980s. As a result, effective governance has 

been placed at the centre of development agendas (de 

Guevara 2008; Wesley 2008). Similarly, a recent World 

Bank report highlights underdevelopment as a key 

trigger of war, with developing countries being more at 

risk of experiencing civil conflict (Collier et al 2003). 

The international community’s intensified 

involvement in post-conflict scenarios has attracted 

much analysis and criticism. In particular, significant 

challenges have been raised against the “globalisation 

of models of domestic governance—liberal market 

democracy” (Paris 2002, p. 638), a corollary of the 

dominant ‘liberal peacebuilding’ paradigm (Newman et 

al. 2009). This critical literature can, with some 

necessary simplification, be divided into two camps. 

These camps parallel those identified by Mosse (2004) 

in his broader analysis of theoretical approaches to 

international development policy: the deconstructive 

and instrumental schools. 

Deconstructive analyses of policy take the failure 

of international intervention as inevitable.  These 

authors take issue with the very nature of international 

statebuilding and with its impact on global power 

relations, and often draw similarities with past colonial 

enterprises (Chandler 2006; Chopra 2000; Ignatieff 

2003). Chandler (2006) accuses Western powers of 

being an Empire in Denial, as the depoliticised 

treatment of reconstruction; for example, emphasis on 

technical support to liberal political and economic 

reforms reflects an attempt to evade the responsibilities 

that come with the power wielded in post-conflict 

societies. These countries come to be moulded in the 

image of Western states, reflecting the West’s cultural 

hegemony, while also having real consequences on 

power relations as newly reconstructed states become 

pliable to self-serving intrusion. In addition, Ignatieff 

(2003) points to the fact that the result is often the 

creation of ‘phantom states,’ which cannot be fully 

sovereign embodiments of local society because of their 

relationship with external actors.  

Instrumental approaches, on the other hand, view 

policy as a technical guide for action, so that improving 

policy or filling knowledge gaps can redress failure in 

achieving expected outcomes. These critics deviate 

from emphasis on domination. Instead, they accept the 

premise of international intervention and take issue 

with the effectiveness of current implementation. 
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Perhaps the most prominent critique is offered by Paris 

(2004) who, while arguing that market democracies are 

indeed adequate models to ensure peace, suggests that 

the timing of implementation often leads to counter-

productive tensions. 

As Mosse (2004, p. 614) has pointed out in the 

context of development policy, both deconstructive and 

instrumental approaches fail to “do justice to the 

complexity of policy-making and its relationship to 

project practice.’ To take such complexity and 

contingency into account requires first of all an 

understanding of post-conflict environments as multi-

faceted, populated by different sets of actors. This paper 

suggests that the often-observed disjointedness of the 

reconstruction process can be made more intelligible if 

we consider three key dimensions: policy-making, 

operationalisation, and state-society relations.  

Three Dimensions of Statebuilding 

These dimensions are separate and often dominated 

by different logics and perspectives.  The policy-

making dimension refers to the arena in which 

problems are defined and broad solutions offered. In the 

operationalisation dimension, practitioners are charged 

with turning the solutions posited by policy-makers into 

practical projects. Finally, the third dimension refers to 

pre-existing state-society relations, that is, the arena of 

interaction that statebuilding policy and practice aim to 

problematise and change. Understanding the internal 

purposes of policy or the exigencies faced by 

practitioners can help dispel the vision of intervention 

as either purely hegemonic or as flowing linearly from 

policy to outcomes. Similarly, contrasting these 

constraints with an appreciation of the nature of 

existing state-society relations can give an insight into 

the difficulty faced by policy makers in capturing and 

effectively influencing reality on the ground. 

The next three sub-sections of the paper use the 

evolution of youth employment programmes in Sierra 

Leone to discuss each dimension of statebuilding, 

illustrating the way in which they relate to each other 

and, more significantly, to highlight points of 

disjuncture between them. 

Policy-Making: The Development of the 

Peacebuilding Approach 

The policy-making dimension, as noted above, is 

the arena where normative assessments of post-conflict 

situations take place. The key players in the formulation 

of peacebuilding policy are the members of the PBA’s 

three bodies. The PBA was established as an 

intergovernmental organ dedicated to peacebuilding. As 

threats to peace were increasingly viewed as 

interconnected, the UN needed an arena where actors 

from different sides of the reconstruction efforts could 

come together to arrive at common strategies. A 

Peacebuilding Commission (PBC) was thus set up, 

bringing together member states as well as different 

types of practitioners, ranging from troop providers to 

bilateral donors, reflecting an attempt to conjoin 

security and development efforts. The PBC was to 

discuss individual country cases as well as come up 

with best practices for peacebuilding. The 

Peacebuilding Fund, on the other hand, was established 

to operate as a quick-disbursement fund to fill urgent 

gaps in financing that may place fragile countries at risk 

of relapsing into war. Finally, the Peacebuilding 

Support Office (PBSO) acts as an administrative 

backstop and diffuser of best practices.  

The nature of these three decision-making forums 

requires them to achieve a consensus between different 

types of actors within the constraints of the UN’s own 

normative framework. Consequently, the peacebuilding 

approach resulting from policy-making within the 
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PBA’s bodies articulates a strategy for the 

reconstruction of the Sierra Leonean state through the 

use of two tools necessary to integrate different 

interests: the securitisation of development and the 

language of ownership.  

As a UN representative argued in a Country-

Specific Meeting, peacebuilding in Sierra Leone 

“required [addressing] the root causes of conflict.” 

(CSM/SL 2007e, p. 4). It is through the discussion of 

root causes that PBA policy often posits a link between 

security and development. In a seminar organised by 

the PBSO, ‘low income countries’ are said to be 

“especially at risk of relapse.” (PBSO 2008, p. 3) In the 

Sierra Leonean case, it is “failures in development 

policy and practice [that] have been at the root of the 

past conflict.” (CSM/SL 2007e: p. 2) In addition, PBA 

policy often refers to the need to ensure “peace 

dividend” for the population (PBC Report 2007, p. 14). 

Development, in other words, is portrayed as one of the 

benefits to the population of maintaining peace.  

The PBA’s attempt to link development and 

security in its policy is most striking in its discussion of 

the youth employment question in Sierra Leone. A 

recent strategy paper, for example, suggests that Sierra 

Leonean youth are again at risk of being recruited for 

violence, and it does so by pointing to the fact that 

unemployment levels are as high as before the war 

(PBC/SL 2007, p. 1). Underlying the identification of 

youth unemployment as a risk factor are those analyses 

of the Sierra Leonean conflict that emphasise the role of 

youth in the rebellion, as well as economic analyses of 

war, such as Collier et al.’s (2003) argument that lack 

of economic opportunities creates pools of people ready 

to fight. Youth are thus presented as victims of dire 

economic conditions but also, significantly, as 

dangerous for Sierra Leone’s recovery. 

It is through the positing of this broad causal link 

that unemployment becomes ‘securitised.’  While some 

have interpreted the securitisation of development as a 

means of achieving hegemony by justifying 

international intervention (Duffield 2007), such a 

reading underplays the pragmatic concerns faced by 

policy-makers and obscures the role of policy as 

institutional practice. Indeed, such policy serves 

important internal purposes as it aims to create an 

“active network of supporters.” (Mosse 2004, p. 648) 

The portrayal of unemployment as not only undesirable 

but also dangerous allows the weaving of a common 

narrative, bringing security and development actors into 

a single plot. Bringing together contradictory interest, 

however, also requires ambiguity, and the channels 

through which unemployment poses a threat remain 

underspecified and thus presented as inexorable. The 

connection is undoubtedly simplistic as patently shown 

by the fact that countries with unemployment rates 

similar to Sierra Leone’s are not thought to be at risk of 

war (see Cramer 2010).  This would suggest that 

unemployment per se cannot be the problem. This 

simplification is however essential as it provides the 

opportunity to mobilise support across a wide spectrum. 

It is consensus that matters in this dimension, not the 

direction of action; issues of implementation are left for 

practitioners. Meticulous prescription is not necessary; 

instead broad-brush characterisations, such as that of 

unemployment as dangerous, ensure that all actors 

remain engaged.  

The second mobilising tool making up the 

peacebuilding approach is the use of the language of 

ownership. The emphasis on peacebuilding policy 

being ‘owned’ by the country in question, and in 

particular by its government, is used to carve a role for 

the international community as mere technical 

supporter of formal governance structures. This 
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presents international intervention as the reinstatement 

of state sovereignty, thus couching statebuilding in the 

language legitimate within the UN’s policy-making 

arena. The PBA therefore portrays its role as that of 

technical supporter of the Sierra Leonean government’s 

efforts to provide employment opportunities to pacify 

its potentially dangerous youth. In line with recent 

evolutions in thinking about the role of the state in 

economic development, the peacebuilding approach 

gives prominence to the Sierra Leonean state as node of 

coordination. This is doubly important, firstly because 

effective state institutions are viewed as an important 

regulatory backdrop for economic growth, but also 

because socio-economic peace dividends, if delivered 

by the state, can help restore the eroded connection 

between collapsed states and their citizens. In 

particular, employment can help restore the relationship 

between the Sierra Leonean state and its marginalised 

youth. This way, employment becomes firmly 

integrated in a strategy for rebuilding a sovereign and 

peaceful state in Sierra Leone.   

Like securitisation, emphasis on ownership has its 

tensions and ambiguities. The relationship between 

different national stakeholders, such as the state and 

civil society, for example, is treated as relatively 

straightforward when the government is appointed as 

key partner in peacebuilding efforts. Similarly, the 

simultaneity of ownership and capacity building, while 

endowing the PBA’s policy with acceptability and an 

aura of neutrality, creates potential practical problems, 

as governments portrayed as lacking capacity are 

expected to provide leadership. Indeed the PBA’s 

neutrality is questionable. For example, in 2009 the 

PBA realigned its policy with the Sierra Leonean 

government’s Poverty Reduction Strategy (PRSP). This 

resulted from previous accusations that the process had 

been too top down. However in practice this 

realignment led to few substantial changes, not least 

because the UN was heavily involved in the drafting of 

the PRSP (INT58_PBA).  

Again, however, the language of ownership must 

be understood with reference to the purposes served by 

policy within the policy-making arena. As Biersteker 

(2007) points out, the PBA is significantly constrained 

by ‘the very nature of the UN itself, as a profoundly 

state-centric organisation’, (p. 42) and thus must frame 

its action within this paradigm. In addition, developing 

countries are prominent members in PBA arenas and as 

such have used PBA policy-making as a tool to assert 

their sovereignty (Jenkins 2008).  

The portrayal of youth unemployment as a threat 

and of the need of the Sierra Leonean state to take the 

lead in creating jobs for its dangerous youth thus form 

essential building blocks in the PBA’s state 

reconstruction policy. The securitisation of 

development and the language of ownership define the 

problem, give it urgency, and identify a role for 

international intervention. In doing so, these rhetorical 

tools serve the purpose of mobilising and legitimising, 

even though they may fall short of directing action. 

Indeed, policy is left ambiguous precisely so as to 

facilitate the building of a consensus. This ambiguity 

gives practitioners significant leeway to transform 

policy into practice. It is to this translation that we now 

turn.  

Operationalising the Peacebuilding 
Approach: the Youth Enterprise 
Development Project 

The next dimensions of state building is 

operationalisation, whereby PBA policy is turned into 

practice through a specific project: the Youth Enterprise 

Development project (YED), funded by the PBF and 

implemented by the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP) and the Ministry of Youth. The 
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three key aims of the YED were: entrepreneurship 

training and business development, provision of capital 

for existing and new youth-led enterprises, and the 

integration of youth in the private sector by increasing 

their ‘employability’ (UNDP 2007, p. 7). In this project, 

while the tenets of the peacebuilding approach are 

adopted to maintain consensus and ensure the flow of 

funds, the narrative is subtly remodelled or even 

contradicted in practice in order to adjust it to the 

implementers’ expertise and pragmatic concerns and 

constraints emerging in the field. 

The translation from policy to practice is firstly 

influenced by a concern to continue dialogue further up 

the policy chain, thus upholding the image of coherence 

and shared meaning between project staff and funding 

agencies. Project proposals are a key link in this ‘chain 

of translation’ (Latour 2005), and in particular they 

problematise youth unemployment and its situation in 

the peacebuilding context. Poor and unemployed young 

men and women, for example are discussed as a 

‘security risk’ (UNDP 2007, p. 6) in the proposal, while 

an official, when discussing the rationale for the project 

referred to them as ‘ticking bombs’ (INT7_UN). The 

reductive security-development nexus is thus re-

asserted in order to justify the scheme as a 

peacebuilding intervention.  

In practice, the content and implementation of the 

project were driven by an operational perspective 

shaped by pragmatic concerns. In particular, following 

UNDP’s expertise, the project was thought out from a 

development perspective. Rather than developing a 

project aimed directly at the dynamics of conflict, based 

on a consideration of the channels through which 

unemployment leads to violence, a rather standard 

micro-finance scheme was put in place similar to those 

implemented in non-conflict scenarios. The broad 

securitisation of development meant that 

unemployment could be portrayed as dangerous per se, 

making it easy to integrate UNDP’s own programmatic 

preferences within the peacebuilding paradigm. This is 

not to say that peace promotion was not one of the side 

effects of the project. However, once emptied of its 

ability to direct action, the distinctiveness of the 

peacebuilding approach was diluted, except for the 

requirement to portray unemployed youth as a threat to 

the peace.  

In a similar manner, the concern for national 

ownership clashed in the field with practitioners’ wish 

to ensure effectiveness. The government was made key 

partner and as such was the main participant in 

consultations. The role of UNDP was presented as 

technical support to government efforts to deal with the 

unemployment situation. The precise role to be played 

by the government was however dictated by pragmatic 

concerns with effectiveness. A UN official who had 

expressed dissatisfaction with UNDP’s employment 

project suggested that a public works scheme might 

have been better able to achieve quick results. So why 

was the public scheme not funded instead? Indeed it 

had been part of the government’s agenda for poverty 

reduction. It was not because a micro-finance scheme 

was expected to be more likely to reduce the risk of 

conflict. Instead, among other reasons, there had been 

concerns with the government’s management structure 

and ability to run a public works scheme. A more 

hands-off role was therefore chosen for the government.  

The relationship between policy and its 

operationalisation is therefore complex as different 

logics and dynamics drive processes. While re-asserting 

the dangers of unemployment and the importance of 

supporting formal state structures in their ownership of 

the development process, pragmatic concerns were 

more directly influential in shaping the content and 

implementation mechanisms of the project.  
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State-Society Relations: Views from 
Freetown’s Unemployed Youth 

So far we have seen how the youth employment 

question was integrated into the PBA’s approach to 

Sierra Leonean reconstruction and how a youth 

employment project aimed to turn this approach into 

practice. Conspicuously missing from this picture, 

however, are the views of the unemployed youth 

themselves. As discussed above, the PBA casts itself as 

technical supporter of the Sierra Leonean state in its 

attempt to pacify its potentially dangerous youth. The 

relationship between the Sierra Leonean state and its 

unemployed youth is therefore central to the 

statebuilding problem identified by policy-makers and 

to be addressed in the operationalisation dimension. 

Grassroots perspectives on young people’s relationship 

to the state are essential to an exploration of the ability 

or otherwise of the peacebuilding approach to fully 

capture the problem they set out to solve. How do 

young unemployed people perceive their relationship to 

the post-conflict state? This research looked beyond 

policy and projects, through the eyes of young people 

populating two communities of unemployed youth in 

Freetown.  

This sub-section offers an insight into the 

experiences of unemployment and perceptions of the 

state. Importantly, it looks at state-society relations both 

in terms of young people’s views on formal state 

institutions and their experiences of state actors’ 

informal practices (cf. Migdal & Schlichte 2005). This 

allows us to pay attention to the ways in which the state 

enters the imagery and lives of urban youth through 

interactions occurring below formal governance 

structures. Understanding the lives and views of 

unemployed young people points to important 

discrepancies between their realities and the 

peacebuilding approach’s attempt at describing and 

addressing the problematic relationship between 

unemployed youth and the Sierra Leonean state. Young 

unemployed people’s experiences of marginalisation 

from formal state structures and exploitation from 

informal relations with state officials put into question 

the main pillars of the peacebuilding approach and its 

operationalisation. 

Unemployment amongst youths in these urban 

communities is a complex problem, whose 

characteristics play a large role in defining the 

relationship between young people and state structures 

and officials. The overwhelming number of young 

people crowding the streets of Freetown is one of the 

first things an outsider notices upon arriving to the city. 

The so-called dollar boys can be found perched on 

railings, calling out for customers looking for foreign 

exchange. Street vendors populate the streets during the 

day, while at night clusters of people listening to music 

characterise the poorly lit city. The communities 

analysed are concentrated in an area referred to as 

‘Belgium’ and another, only a few streets down, known 

as ‘Sweissy.’ Over 500 people are thought to populate 

this part of Western Freetown. The communities, 

especially Belgium, host a large number of ex-

combatants, many of whom moved to Freetown unable 

to return to their communities after the atrocities 

committed during the rebel war (cf. Boersch-Supan 

2009). The youths in these communities share a 

condition of long-term unemployment, leaving many 

destitute. Many of the members live in the street and 

some had been there since early childhood. Others 

come into these areas daily from the poorest parts of 

town to make a precarious living. It is youths like these 

that peacebuilding policy frames as security risks. 

A situation of marginality and social exclusion 

characterises the experiences of these young people. 
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Urban youth have been a marginalised constituency in 

Sierra Leone since colonial times and Abdullah (1998, 

2002) has eloquently detailed the ‘rebellious youth 

culture’ that developed in the streets of Freetown. The 

potes, young people’s meeting points, and odelays, the 

popular masquerades, became focal points of street life 

and the sources of a distinctive sub-culture. These 

youth, which Abdullah has dubbed the ‘lumpen-

proletariat’ swelled the ranks of the rebel forces.  

An insight into post-war youth culture is important 

to gain a more nuanced picture of the unemployment 

problem, and especially its relationship to 

marginalisation from Sierra Leonean state and society. 

A distinctive identity created in the streets is premised 

on three features: unemployment and the informal 

economy, notions of ‘youthhood,’ and social 

recreational networks. Informal business, known as jew 

business, consists of the buying and selling of second-

hand goods. The jew business is the basis for the 

formation of a closely-knit community. A former child 

soldier, who had fought with the RUF, recounted the 

difficulties of overcoming the stigma of having been a 

rebel: 

When I came to Freetown, to find myself among 
people was very difficult, because at that time 
everybody was asking, shouting ‘Rebel, Rebel!’ If 
they know you are an ex-combatant, they kill you. I 
came down to Belgium to mix with people; people 
got used to me and from that time everything 
finished. I started this hustling, they teach me the 
jew, buy and sell.  

INT53_YOU 

Significantly, the jew business is not understood as 

a form of employment; the youth referred to themselves 

as unemployed. Unemployment is not perceived purely 

as an economic problem but is also closely linked to 

social marginalisation. The concept of ‘youth’ is 

flexible and better understood as a social category 

(Ebata et al. 2006; Honwana & de Boeck 2005; Utas 

2008). In addition, ‘youth’ is viewed as a condition of 

dependence, an inability to support oneself and be ‘self-

reliant’ (INT42_YOU). The boys of Belgium remain 

boys precisely because of their inability to support 

themselves and a family.  

Finally, being an informal trader entails belonging 

to recreational circles based around the pote situated in 

an old cement market square. Young men and (less 

frequently) women congregate here to smoke djamba, 

gamble, and make music. The youth often explain their 

alcohol and drug consumption as a means to soothe the 

stress caused by their condition.  

The distinctiveness of street youth culture lays the 

foundations for a collective identity often in opposition 

to mainstream society. However, this is also paralleled 

by a perception by the youth that they are marginalised 

and criminalised by policy-makers. Significantly, this is 

used by the youth to explain why employment projects 

did not reach their community:  “they [NGOs] fear for 

come here, they have fear, they think these people are 

bad boys, they are robbers, they are bad people.” 

(INT42_YOU) The PBA’s characterisation of 

unemployed youth as a risk factor, then, does little to 

undermine the marginalising stigmatisation for those 

who remain unemployed.  

Marginality and exclusion, however, cannot be 

understood independently of the Sierra Leonean state, 

both in the guise of formal institutions and, importantly, 

the informal practices of state officials. Indeed, the 

youth’s perception of informal exclusionary practices is 

a fundamental component in their relationship to the 

post-conflict state. These practices have deep historical 

roots in Sierra Leone, relating to colonial practices as 

well as decolonisation processes. In the post-

independence period, certain characteristics and 

patterns developed in the past, in particular the 
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personalisation of power and clientelism, were 

exacerbated by dire economic circumstances. In the 

decade preceding the war, the state became reliant on 

increasingly narrow networks of political support, and, 

as institutions decayed, the population suffered (Gberie 

2005; Richards 1996). Exclusion from clientelistic 

networks and unemployment remain closely connected 

in the imagery of Freetown’s street communities. Most 

significantly, when asked why they thought that the 

government’s employment schemes funded by the PBA 

had not reached them, respondents suggested that it had 

to do with their lack of ‘connections.’ Personal ties with 

state officials, whether through business interest or 

family and ethnic connections, are seen as essential for 

inclusion. The PBA’s necessary focus on formal 

governance structures to uphold country ownership 

makes it difficult to problematise state-society relations 

from this point of view.  

The connection between unemployment and the 

exclusionary state is compounded by a tendency to 

become detached from the state and its formal 

governance structures. This is firstly as a result of a 

belief that these organisations, and in particular the 

action of officials with whom the youth interacted, were 

dominated by exclusionary logics. The justice system, 

for example, is seen as a prerogative of the rich. In 

response to the perceived exclusionary nature of the 

state, the youth resort to creating their own modes of 

governance and organisation, based on the social 

networks created in the street. The assertion of a young 

interviewee is emblematic of these informal governance 

processes: “We are our own Kingdom, we are a 

government of our own.” (FG1_YOU) Youth 

organisation and resilience is often obscured by 

portrayals of youth as threat or merely marginalised and 

destitute.  

There are three main ways in which communal 

bonds are turned into channels for self-organisation. 

Firstly, the communities have an identifiable hierarchy 

organised around Chairmen and a group of elders, and 

determined primarily by age and length of time spent in 

the streets. Elders are responsible for everyday 

administration as well as the maintenance of order. 

Secondly, the communities provide basic safety nets 

through rotating credit associations which bring 

together youths to contribute to a communal pot used 

for emergencies. In Sweissy, the youth also engage in 

public works such as street cleaning. 

Exclusion and detachment do not, however, mean 

that the state is entirely absent from the lives of the 

youth in Freetown’s streets. Indeed, the state remains 

present in the youth’s imagery through the episodic and 

exploitative penetration of the communities, especially 

at election time. The youth’s experience of democracy 

was often characterised by a sense that they were being 

used. Firstly, politicians enter the communities bringing 

money, food, alcohol, and drugs to ensure that youths 

vote for them, to then disappear once in office, giving 

rise to a sense of abandonment and powerlessness. A 

second, and more sinister way in which the youth 

interact with state officials and politicians at election 

time, is political violence. The streets are rife with 

stories of youth being recruited for electoral 

disturbance. 

Despite disillusionment and detachment from state 

practices, the youth see inclusion as essential; self-

organisation is not enough to solve their problems. 

Their quest for inclusion takes two forms. First is a 

tentative articulation of a claim of citizenship, most 

evident in discussions of voting. As one young man 

said:  

I vote for development in our country. I cannot see 
any development, but because I am a citizen, I must 
do that, I will vote.  
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INT44_YOU 

The vote could be seen as an expression of the youth’s 

need to be recognised as citizens.  

Unfortunately, however, this claim is often 

overpowered by a second logic, which emphasises 

threat. The youth in a sense exploited their own 

criminalisation and argued that, unless they were given 

employment, there would be violence at the next 

elections. These claims must be treated with care. 

Interviewees always emphasised the fact that their 

communities were peaceful and wished to remain so. 

What is perhaps more significant is that the language of 

threat seems better suited to make an emphatic claim 

and to stress the urgency of their plight, a stronger 

means of making their voices heard than the citizenship 

claim.  

Conclusion: The Limitations of Policy 

Contrasting the PBA’s approach to state 

reconstruction with the lives and perceptions of 

unemployed youth with regards to the post-war Sierra 

Leonean state can lead us to challenge policy and its 

operationalisation. Most significantly, the direct and 

simplistic link between unemployment and violence, 

while ensuring mobilisation behind some employment 

projects, further criminalises those who remain 

unemployed. Unemployment per se is portrayed as 

dangerous so that any unemployed youth is a ‘ticking 

bomb.’ This reinforces the process of social exclusion. 

Employment on its own, while benefiting those 

involved, does little to change the perspectives of those 

who are not employed and thus to radically impact their 

relationship to the state. 

The youth of Freetown, if they cannot be 

employed, should be given a stake in the system and a 

sense that the state will care for them. One channel may 

be the development of the youth’s voice and their 

ability to articulate positive claims for inclusion. Such 

an approach requires harnessing and nurturing the 

youth’s self-perceptions as citizens, discouraging 

claims for inclusion based on threat. Furthermore, 

deeper inclusion also requires challenging informal 

state-society relations more directly, as it is often 

through these that young people experience the state in 

their everyday lives. This is however rendered difficult 

by the focus on formal institutions necessitated by the 

exigencies of policy-making and the need to emphasise 

sovereignty and government ownership.  

To conclude therefore, placing the three 

dimensions of the statebuilding process next to each 

other, it is possible to see the disjuncture between 

policy, its translation into practice, and the realities and 

complexities of the world they aim to describe and 

change. This disjuncture illustrates the limitations of the 

PBA’s attempt to merge security and development in 

the context of statebuilding and the contradictions 

inherent in the peacebuilding approach. The 

comparison however also points to the constraints and 

dynamics internal to each dimension, which are at the 

root of the disjointedness in the policy process. The 

need to build consensus between different actors in the 

policy-making dimension combines with the pragmatic 

concerns influencing the translation of policy into 

practice, making it difficult to conceptualise and 

implement policy that can truly capture existing state-

society relations and provide a radical solution to the 

social exclusion of young Sierra Leoneans. Viewing 

this failure as a result of hegemonic practices or mere 

knowledge gaps risks underplaying the complexity of 

the statebuilding process.  
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Appendix: List of Interviews 

Interviewees were kept anonymous. Interview codes 
correspond to the category in which the interviewee fell 
into. The categories were Peacebuilding Architecture 
(PBA), UN Official (UN), State Representative (SR), 
Civil Society Organisation Spokesperson (CSO), Youth 
(YOU). INT denotes an interview while FG represents 
a Focus Group. 

Interview Code Place and Date 
INT1_CSO Freetown 28.06.2010 
INT2_SR Freetown 29.06.2010 
INT3_PBA Freetown 29.06.2010 
INT4_SR Freetown 2.07.2010 
INT5_CSO Freetown 6.07.2010 
INT6_PBA Freetown 6.07.2010 
INT7_UN Freetown 7.07.2010 
INT8_UN Freetown 7.07.2010 
INT9_CSO Freetown 08.07.2010 
FG1_YOU Freetown 08.07.2010 
INT10_ID Freetown 09.07.2010 
INT11_CSO Freetown 09.07.2010 
INT12_ID Freetown 11.07.2010 
INT13_SR Freetown 12.07.2010 
INT14_SR Freetown 12.07.2010 
INT15_UN Freetown 12.07.2010 
INT16_CSO Freetown 12.07.2010 
INT17_UN Freetown 13.07.2010 
INT18_UN Freetown 13.07.2010 
INT19_CSO Freetown 13.07.2010 
INT20_UN Freetown 13.07.2010 
INT21_SR Freetown 14.07.2010 
INT22_SR Freetown 14.07.2010 
INT23_SR Freetown 14.07.2010 
INT24_SR Freetown 14.07.2010 
FG2_CSO Freetown 15.07.2010 
INT25_UN Freetown 16.07.2010 
INT26_ID Freetown 19.07.2010 
INT27_PBA Freetown 19.07.2010 
FG3_YOU Freetown 20.07.2010 
INT28_YOU Freetown 20.07.2010 
INT29_ID Freetown 21.07.2010 
INT30_SR Freetown 22.07.2010 
INT31_CSO Freetown 23.07.2010 
INT32_SR Freetown 23.07.2010 
INT33_UN Freetown 26.07.2010 
INT34_UN Freetown 27.07.2010 
INT35_YOU Freetown 28.07.2010 
INT36_ID Freetown 28.07.2010 
INT37_SR Freetown 29.07.2010 
INT38_SR Freetown 29.07.2010 
INT39_CSO Freetown 30.07.2010 
INT40_YOU Freetown 30.07.2010 
INT41_ID Freetown 02.08.2010 
INT42_YOU Freetown 02.08.2010 
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INT43_YOU Freetown 02.08.2010 
INT44_YOU Freetown 03.08.2010 
INT45_CSO Freetown 03.08.2010 
INT46_ID Freetown 03.08.2010 
INT47_YOU Freetown 4.08.2010 
INT48_ID Freetown 05.08.2010 
INT49_YOU Freetown 06.08.2010 
INT50_YOU Freetown 06.08.2010 
INT51_SR Freetown 09.08.2010 
INT52_CSO Freetown 09.08.2010 
INT53_YOU Freetown 09.08.2010 

INT54_SR Freetown 10.08.2010 
INT55_CSO Freetown 11.08.2010 
INT56_CSO Freetown 12.08.2010 
INT57_PBA New York 10.12.2010 
INT58_PBA New York 13.12.2010 
INT59_PBA New York 13.12.2010 
INT61_PBA Washington DC 

15.12.2010 
INT62_ID Washington DC 

15.12.2010 

 


