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The ‘Spoiler’ Concept, Conflict and Politics: who ’spoils’ what, for whom?

This paper is the product of a one-day seminar on the spoiler concept held in the FCO in March 2010, co-organised by FCO Research Analysts and the London School of Economics. The seminar brought together HMG officials, academics and practitioners, including experts on Afghanistan, Somalia, Sudan and elsewhere.  But though deeply indebted to the knowledge and insight of those who took part, the following is not a comprehensive record of the seminar, nor a reflection of all participants’ views. Neither does it represent the position of the FCO.

Lessons for Policy-makers
· Total spoilers – groups or individuals that will never compromise or negotiate – are extremely rare. Most actors in a conflict will use spoiling behaviour as a tactic, but should not be seen as static in their outlook or labelled as unambiguously opposed to peace. We should seek to understand the behaviour and objectives of groups in conflict in terms of their political context; the ‘conflict-related political space’.  

· In the first instance, we should use the ‘spoiling’ idea as a verb, not a noun – as a way of describing behaviour that may threaten a peace process, rather than as a label for a group or individual. 

· We must be more serious in trying to understand local realities and the strategic concerns of armed actors. Local narratives are vital for understanding decision-making. Work with what is there, not what we want to see; go with the grain of local politics.
· Labels, including that of ‘spoiler’, matter. They affect the local political marketplace, influence analysis and access, and can lead to badly calibrated or polarized responses. They should not be used accidentally, or without serious consideration of the consequences. 

· We must be honest about our objectives. And be honest about the political nature of these objectives. The international community is very unlikely to be perceived as neutral by local people, even if we see ourselves as such. 
· We might be tempted to label an actor as a spoiler, rather than admitting that we have committed to a flawed political process.  We should be aware of the bias towards engaging with other ‘state’ actors, even if they are part of the problem. The default setting of the international community is to fall in behind states. 
· Be aware of the tensions between strands of our own policy, notably coercive instruments such as sanctions listings, arrest warrants or military force, as they can have an important impact on the political continuum. 
· Be aware of regional actors; they generally have greater equities, commitment and reach than Western governments. The impact of the ‘international community’ as we define it may be limited. And the international community is incoherent, driven by varied political objectives, slow to react and resistant to changes in policy. Geopolitics matters. 
· Good analysis – flexible and ideally in-house rather than contracted-out – leads to better, more cost-effective policy decisions. Policy-making should involve a calculation of available levers and incentives that may help to reduce spoiling behavior. 
Introduction
The idea of ‘spoilers’ within conflict theory was first launched in an academic article written in 1997. The immediately preceding period had seen the end of the Cold War, and a consequent hope, shared by many in the international community, that all conflict could be resolved with the help of external intervention; the utopianism of the ‘end of history’. Set against this was the manifest failure of the international community to prevent violent conflict in Rwanda, Somalia and the Balkans. 

Attention therefore shifted to why, in a world where all conflict could be resolved, these failures had occurred. The idea of ‘spoilers’ was one of the most powerful explanatory concepts to emerge, pin-pointing groups or individuals set on derailing the progression from war to peace. The original article
 differentiated between types of ‘spoiler’ – limited, greedy and total
 – but has slipped into common usage as a label for any actor perceived as opposing a settlement. 

The illusion of linear peace
Looking back on a successful peace process, it is tempting to see the progression from war to peace as a smooth, linear one. This chimes with the post-Cold War world-view identified above that held that all conflicts could be resolved. Implicit within this is the assumption that all conflicts will tend to revert to peace once all obstacles to this progression are removed; that peace requires active opposition. The idea of ‘spoilers’ fulfils this requirement. In doing so it offers a convenient explanation for the persistence of violence.  

But the day-to-day experience of conflict and its ending is one of a much less ordered and inevitable process. The dividing line between groups is not necessarily well-defined, actors frequently change their demands, stance and loyalty, and processes are messy, risky and uncontrolled.  The distinction between war and peace may not itself be clear. And neither war nor peace is the ‘natural’ state of the world.

Thus the idea of a ‘spoiler’ is built on a misapprehension as to the true nature of peace processes; the transition from violence to peace is not natural, nor linear, just as actors are neither entirely committed to peace not implacably opposed to it. It also assumes that peace is ‘A Good Thing’, while in reality many political processes or deals ending armed conflict can lead to the political or economic exclusion – even persecution – of actors.  A static category of ‘spoiler’ does not accurately describe actors which can, and do, act in a wide variety of ways depending on the circumstances; RENAMO in Mozambique went from being seen as bandits and ‘spoilers’ to a fully-fledged political party. As a concept, it is unhelpful in understanding an evolving situation, much less in shaping an external intervention. 
Tactics not essences: rationality and politics

It is also tempting for external observers of conflict to make assumptions about the motivation of actors, particularly around identity, religion or ideology. It is all too easy to assume that actors are static in their views, and therefore fixed in their behaviour; compelled by their worldview to follow a given course of action, regardless of the costs. 

In fact, the vast majority of actors in conflict situations are rational, regardless of the roots of their ultimate motivation. They thus act in response to the situations they find themselves in, and deploy tactics designed to achieve a given goal. Rather than seeking to understand their essence, it may be more fruitful to look at the political context within which a group or individual is operating.  A label such as ‘spoiler’, applied to an individual or group, makes this political context harder to appreciate, and easy to disregard.   
Understanding the political playing-field: the importance of multiple audiences
There are multiple layers of politics in operation in a conflict, from the micro, local or community-based, through national and regional dynamics, to the macro level of the international community. Though not all actors will be operating on all levels, it is extremely likely that a given group or individual will be operating on more than one – local militias may appeal to national politics, and regional armed groups may engage the international community. 
The key insight is that groups play to multiple audiences; they may present one aspect to a local constituency, and quite another to the outside world. Behaviour has multiple meanings, and the symbolism of actions and words can be easily misconstrued if these local realities are not taken into account.  The CNDP rebel group operating in Eastern DRC presented interchangeable explanatory narratives for their actions, as defenders of a minority ethnic group to a local constituency, and as a multi-ethnic political actor to the wider international community.  
Thus what from one perspective may appear as ‘spoiling’ can be entirely legitimate when seen from another. The lesson for external actors engaged in trying to build peace is that local perspectives – what one participant called ‘the vernacular of local politics’ - are absolutely vital. Further, the assumption should not be made that local self-understandings match ideas of politics prevalent elsewhere. There are no universal political norms, and the ways that legitimacy is constructed in any given place may be difficult for outsiders to appreciate. 

Getting the most out of analysis

When designing a conflict intervention, policymakers may benefit from political economy analysis, which considers objectives, drivers and incentives, rather than trying to understand groups in isolation.  Development actors have had a tendency to commission lengthy studies, and need to refine their tools, making them more flexible and quicker to deploy.  Contracting out analysis rather than building internal capacity does not necessarily represent value for money.   Investing in up-to-date, quality analysis is an efficient way of maximising the effectiveness of policy.

The myth of neutrality: external interventions and local politics
Thus rather than seeing individuals or groups in isolation, it is essential to understand the political context within which they operate, and the terms by which they may be attempting to construct their own legitimacy, or undermine that of others. And to note that external interventions change the terms of these legitimacy equations. 

There is a tendency for Western observers to see the international community as the apolitical custodian of a given peace-process, a neutral arbiter acting disinterestedly in attempting to construct a durable settlement. Leaving aside the question of whether the international community does act disinterestedly – and indeed of whether the ‘international community’ can in truth be said to exist at all – it is extremely unlikely that the international community is ever perceived as neutral by local populations. 

Seen from the ground up, the international community is inevitably political; taking sides cannot be avoided. This can work in different ways, from openly backing supporting a particular candidate or party, to supporting a peace process or election that is perceived by some local actors as benefiting a particular societal group, the uneven application of sanctions and so on.  

The metaphor of a political market-place is useful
; by its very presence, the international community can change the terms of available deals, raising some prices and lowering others, thus distorting the parameters of local deal-making. 

Perverse impacts: international policy and ‘spoilers’
International policy can thus have a profound impact on local political realities. International recognition matters, and the decision to anoint one group or individual as ‘legitimate’ - whether by formal mechanisms or informal factors such as the granting of a senior-level meeting, visits or financial backing - can change the willingness of actors to compromise, negotiate or share the spoils of office. There are also circumstances in which open alliance with international actors may de-legitimise groups and decrease their ability to deliver a particular constituency to the peace process. 

The reverse of this is the labelling of other groups as unacceptable or illegitimate - as ‘spoilers’.  Thus actors are divided between those ‘in’ and ‘out’, reducing real-world complexity to a simple binary. The most extreme way that this occurs is through the use of legal or military instruments; sanctions lists, arrest warrants or so-called ‘kinetic’ counter terrorism. Non-engagement with armed groups can strengthen hardliners, where engagement can empower moderates.
We also simultaneously pursue different strands of policy – counter-terrorism, counter-insurgency, development, state-building or mediation – without recognising that each individually changes the political terrain, as well as existing in tension with all the others. The demands of immediate peace-making for instance, will sometimes demand compromises or deals that hamper long-term state-building. The dominant model of state-building is based on an idea of a relationship between individual and state that may not be locally applicable and generate resistance. 

Conversely, a counter-terror, human rights or legal agenda may prevent individuals from coming to the table;  as one participant put it, we ‘can’t ask people to commit suicide’ by agreeing to negotiation while at the same time facing arrest or attack. The group that controls 80% of Somalia’s territory is prevented from joining negotiations by such measures. 

Sometimes these tensions may be irreconcilable; difficult decisions on setting priorities or sequencing may be necessary. The key point is that using labels such as ‘spoilers’ can serve to obscure the perverse incentives that international community policy can put in place. 

States bias towards states 
And once this binary has been established, it becomes difficult to change. The international community can become captured by those who ‘play along’. It also has a largely unspoken bias towards ‘state’ actors; as one participant put it, the ‘default setting of the international community is to fall in behind states’. Those legitimised as representing a state have proportionately greater weight than non-state groups, regardless of who has greater local support, or who might be able to help in the pursuit of peace. This seems to be the case even if the group sanctified as officially legitimate could itself be accused of being part of the problem, as predatory, corrupt or dysfunctional. 

Another limiting factor for outsiders in trying to understand the nature of groups involved in a conflict is the scarcity or one-sided nature of available information, particularly on groups operating in remote or hostile areas. Groups operating in dangerous areas can be misunderstood, as accurate information is difficult to obtain. The tendency to listen to state actors, and accord more weight to their views, can distort understandings of non-state groups. And finally there may be a significant amount of information available, sometimes directly from non-state groups themselves, that is ignored or undervalued; we don’t trust what those labelled as ‘spoilers’ say about their motives.

Why does it matter?
Most obviously, it matters because the misuse of a term like ‘spoiler’ distorts our understanding of a given conflict and may preclude effective policy-making and prevent communication with a given group; as already stated, isolation can strengthen hard-liners, while engagement can strengthen moderates. 

It may also have more direct consequences. We may think that our intervention in conflict is neutral, but local populations do not; their anger may be shared by diaspora groups that can easily be radicalised, which may result in further violence. If the choice is taken to label a group as a spoiler, it needs to be followed up with effective measures to exclude or marginalise them. Failure to do so can de-legitimise the process, and undermine the authority of the intervening actors.  

Awareness is also necessary that the presence of ‘spoilers’ can be a sign that a peace process or settlement is flawed; certain voices have been left out. Political agreements can become a game of allocating positions, and can allow remaining violence to be depoliticised. Peace processes that exclude conflict parties and don’t address asymmetries compromise prospects for reaching a durable 
settlement.  And it may be possible that even if negotiations take place that the aspirations of the various parties may be fundamentally incompatible. Most conflicts end with one side winning. 
Conclusion: has the ‘spoiler’ concept outlived its usefulness?
The idea of ‘spoilers’ should not be abandoned entirely. Though most groups have an internal logic, and are rational actors, extremist groups do exist that can legitimately be argued to be unambiguous ‘spoilers’ at a given point in time, which may include some jihadist groups, and may historically have encompassed nihilists or anarchists; even if they hope that a new political reality will subsequently be built by others, for them destruction is the only end. 
But we should recognise that they are extremely rare, and retain the capacity to change their outlook. We should not assume we understand the objectives of ideological actors; perceived ‘extreme spoilers’ can act reasonably dependent on context. Land, for instance, is frequently cited as driving violence, and as a symbolic non-negotiable. But it still may have a price; with sufficient incentive change can be accepted. People get tired, or become more amenable to talking.

The key distinction is between political players using spoiling tactics - likely to be the case for the vast majority of instances - and extreme spoilers. For the most part therefore, the original ‘spoiler’ concept might indeed have outlived its utility – it may be best to instead adapt the idea to largely focus on ‘spoiling’ behaviour. 
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� Stephen John Stedman, ‘Spoiler Problems in Peace Processes’, International Security, Vol. 22, No. 2 (Autumn 1997), pp 5-57


� Limited spoilers were considered to have limited goals, and could conceivably be included in peace processes, given the right concessions. Total spoilers were radical, ideological and pathological, with non-negotiable goals; any commitment to peace was tactical, and they therefore needed to be defeated or marginalized. Greedy spoilers sat between the two, seen as having goals that expanded or contracted in relation to costs; they could be included in peace processes if the incentives were correctly calibrated.  


� See, for instance, Alex De Waal, ‘Mission without End? Peacekeeping in the African political marketplace’ International Affairs, Vol. 85, No. 1 (January 2009), pp 99 - 113
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