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Since  the  phrase  “local  turn”  emerged  as  a
buzzword in the early 2000s, the distinct (and fre‐
quently contradictory) views and interests of in‐
ternational peace supporters and their local coun‐
terparts have been under extensive academic de‐
bate in peace and conflict studies. A large number
of studies have highlighted the discrepancies be‐
tween international  and local  actors as  a  major
obstacle to successful peacebuilding (for example,
the critiques of the liberal peace),[1] while other
studies have attempted to find practical ways to
foster and use local societies’ inner resources to
make peace  more  sustainable  (for  example,  the
discourse  on  local  ownership).[2]  Some  studies
have examined the coexistence and combinations
of  the  local  and  international  models  of  peace‐
building or explored the possibilities for promot‐
ing  the  collaboration  of  different  peacebuilding
actors (for example, the debates regarding hybrid
peace).[3] 

Nevertheless, compared to the keen academic
interest in the perspectives, interests,  and needs
of key stakeholders at different levels, there has
been a surprisingly smaller number of empirical
studies that examine the mechanisms of the part‐
nership and interaction between the stakeholders.
Partly due to such challenges as the ambiguity in
concepts and biases in approaches that focus pri‐

marily  on international  actors,  many aspects  of
the  partnership  development  have  remained
barely explained in the conventional scholarship.
[4] In this regard, Sara Hellmüller’s new book, The
Interaction  between  Local and  International
Peacebuilding Actors,  offers rarely available em‐
pirical evidence to examine the local-internation‐
al interaction in peacebuilding. By examining the
case  study  of  Ituri,  the  Democratic  Republic  of
Congo (DRC), this volume confirms the compara‐
tive advantages that  local  peacebuilders and in‐
ternational  actors  have  and  demonstrates  how
these advantages failed to be used due to the su‐
perficial level of “partnership” between them. 

To introduce the key discussions first, this re‐
search  monograph  consists  of  one  theoretical
overview  chapter  and  three  research  findings
chapters, in addition to an introduction and a con‐
clusion.  In  the  theoretical  overview (chapter  2),
the author situates this project in the wider aca‐
demic  debates  of  “local  turn”  and  adopts  local
ownership and hybridity as the central conceptu‐
al framework. It then explains how its particular
attention to the roles of perception and the “inter‐
action”  between local  and international  can ad‐
dress some of the limitations that are frequently
visible in the conventional academic scholarship. 



Chapters 3-5 examine the case study of Ituri,
respectively focusing on the “cause,” “process of
interaction,” and “outcome” of the superficial lo‐
cal-international  partnership.  Chapter  3  clarifies
the  different  perceptions  of  the  actors  and  the
perceptions that contributed to the formation of
different  peacebuilding  programs.  The  author
pays particular attention to the discrepancies in
their  judgment in  the fundamental  sources  that
generated the violence in Ituri. While local peace‐
building actors singled out ethnic tension and dis‐
putes  over  land  as  the  primary  causes,  interna‐
tional actors understood the same conflicts more
as the chaos that could not be controlled due to
the collapse of the state system. Accordingly, the
foci of the peacebuilding programs developed by
these  actors  were  aimed in  different  directions,
namely,  social  cohesion  and  state  (re)building.
Nevertheless, it is argued, one actor’s perspective
illuminates only part of the complex and interre‐
lated connection between ethnicity, land, and gov‐
ernance issues in the area. 

Chapter 4 demonstrates that a lack of genuine
local-international partnership failed to maximize
the  opportunities  to  effectively  incorporate  the
comparative  advantages  that  local  and  interna‐
tional actors have: access to funding to implement
large-scale projects (international) and the ability
to manage cost-effectiveness (local). This chapter
highlights three main perceptual issues that pre‐
vent  such collaboration:  differing approaches to
resources,  capacity,  and  legitimacy.  In  the  final
section,  it  describes  how  these  actors  became
more open to collaboration with actors on the oth‐
er side and how such collaboration was mobilized
and designed. 

Chapter 5 examines limitations in the peace‐
building outcomes resulting from insufficient lo‐
cal-international  collaboration.  The author high‐
lights  what  remained  unachieved  in  the  areas
that local and international actors considered im‐
portant. In terms of social reconciliation and land
management, three areas need further improve‐

ment—truth-telling,  justice,  and  institutional
mechanisms—to  address  local  conflicts.  Regard‐
ing statebuilding, two areas that have achieved lit‐
tle advancement are legitimizing the monopoly of
force and building legal-rational authority. More‐
over, this chapter elaborates on how further col‐
laboration could have used each side’s compara‐
tive advantages to address the above limitations. 

Then, the monograph concludes with a short
wrap-up chapter. It concisely integrates the find‐
ings presented in the previous chapters and their
contributions in different strands of academic dis‐
course. 

The book offers readers an extensive amount
of  information  of  why such  collaboration  could
not have developed more and what opportunities
for consolidating peace in Ituri have been missed
due  to  the  limited  collaboration.  I  found  three
strengths  particularly  beneficial  to  other  re‐
searchers and field practitioners. First, this study
offers a good deal of information about the roles
of perception as a key factor that determines the
effectiveness  of  peacebuilding.  While  many  re‐
searchers  acknowledge  the  discrepancies  in  the
perception between local and international peace‐
building actors, comprehensive empirical studies
on such perceptual  difference  have  rarely  been
conducted. I suspect this is partly due to the chal‐
lenges  in  identifying  and  evaluating  the  differ‐
ences and demonstrating the correlation between
such perception issues and the outcomes of peace‐
building.  To  the  best  of  my  knowledge,
Hellmüller’s new book is one of the first studies
that  systematically examines how the dissimilar
perceptions  between local  and international  ac‐
tors can supplement each other but how such op‐
portunities  are  being  missed  in  contemporary
peacebuilding.  It  describes  well  how  peace‐
builders’ perception influences the forms and pro‐
cedures of peacebuilding programs as well as the
effectiveness of local-international partnership. 

Second, the author’s efforts to capture the nu‐
ances in the dynamics of the interaction between
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peacebuilding  actors  at  local  and  international
levels  deserve  particular  acknowledgment.  Al‐
though Hellmüller adopts the binary conceptual
framework  of  “local  vs.  international”  that  is
prevalent  in  the  contemporary  scholarship  of
peacebuilding, the author acknowledges well the
limitation  of  such  a  simple  framework  and  at‐
tempts to avoid the risk by carefully examining
the dissimilar views, interests, and priorities of lo‐
cal and international actors within each conceptu‐
al framework. Hence, as a reader, I  was able to
begin to comprehend the multiple challenges that
each of these types of actors faces in the interac‐
tion vis-à-vis other actors. In a sense, the overall
discussion seems to set three analytical targets—
local, national, and regional (international)—and
examines the triangular communication between
these levels. I am sure this examination will offer
insightful empirical evidence for the people who
aim to study similar issues. 

Third,  while  reading through this  volume,  I
continued to question “OK, then how can we over‐
come these obstacles? Are there any insights for
better partnership?” Although the section “Bridg‐
ing the Gap” in chapter 5 is quite brief, it offers
great food for thought regarding these questions.
By  using  the  example  of  the  collaboration  be‐
tween Pax (as an international supporter) and the
RHA (Réseau Haki na Amani, a network of local
peacebuilders),  the  author  proposes  six  practice
areas that require more attention to facilitate bet‐
ter  partnership.  Three  areas  (“appreciation  of
comparative advantages,  acknowledgment of  di‐
versity and time commitment”) are more related
to  selecting  partners,  whereas  the  other  three
(“joint strategy-making, relationship-building and
working  towards  local  actors’  self-sustenance”)
are more relevant to the process of partnership
building (pp. 198, 200). Having said this, I assume
that the author deliberately kept the discussions
concise because she did not want to make the de‐
scription look like a prescription for other peace‐
building  contexts.  However,  considering  many
field practitioners and researchers are looking for

more concrete inspiration, some further explana‐
tion would have benefited readers. 

A missed opportunity is that this volume does
not  substantially  describe  and  examine  the
“scenes”  of  interaction between different  peace‐
building actors considering the title of  the book
The Interaction between Local and International
Peacebuilding Actors. While it offers extensive in‐
formation  about  the  perceptual  and  contextual
factors that made genuine partnership difficult, it
does not provide detailed examination of how the
actors interact or collaborate with each other in
practice. Hence, readers have insufficient clues to
comprehend how the local-international interac‐
tion takes place and why the perceptual gaps and
superficial collaboration fail to be overcome earli‐
er. 

Considering readership, I believe this study is
most  suitable  to  researchers  and  postgraduate
students in peace and conflict studies who aim to
study local peacebuilding in conflict-affected soci‐
eties. It will also be a useful information source
for the people who want to be updated with the
social dynamics in contemporary DRC. Although it
will  definitely  be  helpful  to  policymakers,  they
may prefer to read the author’s previous journal
articles, which introduce and examine key issues
covered  in  this  monograph  in  a  more  concise
manner. 
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