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Moving from a state of war or violent conflict will require a
transformation, but there are no guarantees that transformations
automatically lead to peace, sustainability, and justice. This review
focuses on the temporary phase when a system is in limbo between
the existing, dominant state and a new alternative state. We combine
insights from a resilience approach to transformations with
peacebuilding and transformative justice studies to focus on three
roles that hybrid approaches to transformative and transitional justice
may play in this phase, including 1) addressing ‘backlash’ dynamics,
2) strengthening the capacities needed to navigate cross-scale
dynamics of conflict, and 3) responding to additional shocks, crises,
and disturbances beyond the primary conflicts. Together, these
findings advance the theoretical foundations for understanding
peacebuilding as a transformative change process.
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Introduction

International peacebuilding studies and practice have in-
creasingly drawn on social-ecological system (SES) resi-
lience theory [1-3] leading to at least three main findings.
First, humans and their environment are deeply inter-
twined and the complex networks of relationships between
and among them are part of what shapes the complexity of
conflicts, security, and peacebuilding [4,5]. Second, resi-
lience is related to the properties and capacities of a system,

and scholars have shown how working toward resilience in
practice shifts the emphasis to the relationships between
the structures and processes needed for building and
maintaining such properties and capacities at different
scales [3,6]. This focus differs from efforts that fund inter-
ventions with expectations that peace and security can be a
targeted, short-term, finite game, rather than an infinite one
[1]. Finally, SES resilience has provided a lens to better
understand the roles of uncertainty and surprise as key
features of any complex system and the way it shapes how
peace may unfold in different contexts [2,7].

From a SES perspective, resilience is defined as the ca-
pacities of a system to respond to disturbance and change,
which includes the capacities to persist, adapt, and trans-
form [8]. From a peacebuilding perspective, it is the
latter — transformation — that is of particular relevance.
SES resilience scholars define transformation as a specific
form of change, distinct from adaptation [8], which involves
both the phasing out of an existing, dominant system, and
the ability to create new pathways of development when
ecological, economic, or social conditions make the con-
tinuation of the existing system untenable [9].

Shifting from a state of war or violent conflict to peace will
always involve a type of transformation, but ensuring that
transformations actually move toward peace, sustainability,
and justice is not a guarantee. [herefore, insights from
transformations theory may be useful for understanding the
dynamics of this complex change process. However, SES
resilience-based transformations theory developed from a
long history in resource governance (e.g. [10]), rather than
being specifically focused on peacebuilding. Yet, many
previous transformations have involved periods of conflict
and even violence [11]. Therefore, an opportunity exists to
expand and strengthen both areas by combining insights.
Consequently, we review resilience-based transformations
research and draw on peacebuilding and transformative
justice scholarship to develop a novel understanding of
peacebuilding as complex, transformative change process. In
particular, the review focuses on understanding the critical
nature of the ‘liminal space’ — the precarious state of limbo
a system may be in as it transitions from one state to another.

Reviewing transformations theory and the
potential of transformative and transitional
justice

Transformations have been defined as the restructuring,
reconnecting, and remaking of relationships and
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Multi-phase model of transformations processes based on the concept
of multiple basins of attraction from SES resilience and complex
systems theory (a) Shows the resilience-based transformations model,
with a system that shifts from one basin of attraction (A, the red cup) to
another (B, the green cup), over a threshold or tipping point. It also
shows the three phases of transformation defined by the agency
involved: 1) preparing the system for change, 2) navigating the
transition, and 3) stabilizing the new system. (b) lllustrating multiple
system trajectories represented by multiple basins of attraction that the
‘ball’ can roll into in the transition phase, due to many competing, latent
attractors (C (purple) and D (blue)) (illustration by Johanna Gustafsson).

feedbacks that shape the way authority, power, and re-
sources are structured and flow in a system, the practices
and processes that reflect and reproduce those struc-
tures, the norms, values, and beliefs that underpin those
structures and processes, and the way that all of these are
intertwined with ecological systems across multiple
scales [12,13].

Early theoretical frameworks were informed by the idea
that any system has multiple basins of attraction (or mul-
tiple stability basins), and transformation involves moving
from one basin or state to another [14] (Figure 1a). Each
basin or state involves different system configurations,

which will be held in place by different sets of self-re-
inforcing feedbacks and organized around specific attrac-
tors (Figure 1la). Therefore, transformations include
diminishing the strength of negative attractors and the self-
reinforcing feedback relationships of the dominant state as
well as generating new attractors and feedbacks in alter-
native basins.

Attractors refer to the patterns of how the system behaves
and self-organizes that contributes to an overall state over
time, and have been described in metaphorical terms to
‘attract’ the system’s behavior [15]. Attractors can have
different strengths and are represented by the depth of
each basin, with a deep basin symbolizing a strong attractor
that is difficult to transform even when the system ex-
periences disturbances, while a relatively shallow basin can
be more easily tipped when disturbed [14-16]. In any
transformation process, new attractors may just be emer-
ging and not-yet fully formed, existing only as ‘niches’ or
‘pockets’ of innovations [17], also referred to as latent at-
tractors [18]. Attractors in a SES could include certain
temperature, soil, or water conditions, and the way these
could become intertwined with hopeful, newly articulated
visions, narratives, and imagined futures, which may
themselves be attractive enough that new relationships or
feedbacks can begin to organize around them [19].
Building on the multiple basins of attraction concept, early
frameworks from SES resilience-based transformations
have described transformations as involving at least three
phases in which actors in any system will be engaged: 1)
preparing the system for change, 2) navigating the transi-
tion, and 3) building the resilience of the new system (see
Figure 1a) [20].

Applied in a peacebuilding context, transformations
might mean preparing to shift away from certain en-
trenched political ideologies toward new visions that
address historic grievances [2,15] in order to move from a
state of conflict to one of peace. However, SES resi-
lience-based transformations theory highlights that the
transition phase between one basin of attraction to an-
other can be highly contested, where multiple visions,
ideas, and attractors are competing [10,20,21]. Thus, the
original depiction of transformation processes must be
thought of beyond the two-dimensional representation.
Resilience scholars describe systems as having landscapes
with multiple basins of attraction [14,22,23], and thus, at
the crest between two basins, the metaphorical ‘ball’
could roll into any number of directions across that
landscape (Figure 1b). This might mean moving to a
state of peace, sustainability, and justice (sometimes
referred to as ‘positive attractors’), or it could return to
the previous basin, or even toward a number of negative
attractors [18]. Given the precarity involved in the
transition phase of any transformation process, we argue
that it may be critical for a temporary, shallow basin of
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attraction to be developed. This requires recognizing
that the transition phase itself is a state, albeit a more
temporary one to the other phases.

Transformative justice, a research field and practice
developed out of transitional and restorative justice
[2,24,25], may create the conditions necessary to deal
with the uncertainties, volatility, and resistance that can
emerge in this transition phase. Transitional justice ap-
proaches, such as truth commissions, criminal prosecu-
tions, and formal apologies, have been criticized for
prioritizing narrowly defined and standardized legal ap-
proaches controlled by states or international bodies,
even though their original conception and intention was
broader and deeper [26-28]. Transformative justice fo-
cuses more on the social and political nature of ac-
countability and healing, making the everyday concerns
of victims, communities, and collectives more visible
[25,29,30]. Evidence shows conventional transitional
justice approaches remain crucial [26,27], but only if
these occur alongside collective and community-based
approaches to accountability that address the social,
economic, and political inequalities that shaped conflicts
and harms [27,30,31]. We argue that the suites of activ-
ities stemming from hybrid approaches to transformative
and transitional justice may serve as a temporary at-
tractor that establishes a type of liminal space — refer-
ring to the threshold space between system states or the
space between what has been and what will come next
(Figure 2). In essence, transformative and transitional
justice approaches may provide the means to sustain the
complex, messy processes of both reconfiguring into the
new, while addressing the legacies of the previous basin
of attraction [2,25,32].

Our review of both resilience-based transformations and
transformative justice scholarship highlights three dynamics
that can affect the transition phase. First, we draw on evi-
dence that shows how backlash dynamics can disrupt the
transition phase, and suggest that transformative justice
approaches may help to address the risks backlash poses.
Second, using lessons learned from failed attempts to
transform, or those that have not yet succeeded, we argue
that navigating the transition between conflict or war to
peacebuilding will require specific capacities to navigate the
cross-scale dynamics of the conflict. We review which as-
pects of agency and which capacities may be supported by
transformative justice in the transition phase and why.
"Third, during any conflict—peace transformation, and during
any transitional and transformative justice process, additional
crises can arise. SES resilience-based transformations scho-
larship provides insight into how shocks and crises can affect
whether transformations to peace, sustainability, and justice
may unfold or not, while transformative justice literature
shows how to prepare for such crises. Together, this scho-
larship helps us better understand peacebuilding as com-
plex, transformative change processes.

Transformation for peacebuilding Olsson and Moore 3

Navigating backlash

Evidence indicates that the period of limbo between
basins of attraction that marks the transition phase may
include periods of intense conflict and violence [33,34].
These backlash dynamics can hinder a transformation by
disrupting the transition phase. For example, in South
Africa, conflict remained violent throughout the four
years (1990-1994) when the new constitution was
written (see, e.g. [35]). Other examples of violence
flaring up in response to signs that transformative change
is beginning include the 16th Street Baptist Church
bombings in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1963 as a re-
sponse to increased civil rights in the United States [36],
hate-speech as a reaction to increased Indigenous rights
in the case of Girjas Sami village, Sweden [37], and
violent opposition to the Spanish transition to-
ward democracy in the late 1970s and early 1980s [38].
The concern then becomes ensuring that the transition
to peace, sustainability, and justice is itself peaceful,
sustainable, and just. We contend that transformative
justice, in combination with context-sensitive ap-
proaches to transitional justice, can play a critical role in
ensuring sufficient space and time are created to take
seriously the concerns of those engaged in backlash,
without allowing it to deepen or strengthen the attractor
of the preexisting state. Since there is a landscape of
possible basins of attraction, it must be recognized that
some efforts by various groups in the preparation phase
may represent different and competing directions for
change, some more benign than others. Therefore,
transformative justice approaches will need to create
capacity to hold the tensions created by diverse, con-
flicting efforts while generating momentum toward more
peaceful attractors [30].

Navigating cross-scale dynamics

SES transformations scholarship indicates a variety of
capacities may be needed for the multiscale and multi-
phase processes of transformation, including capacities
for rapid hospicing to honor, grieve, and address the
losses and legacies of the dominant system [39,40],
system reflexivity to see and adapt to the constraints and
opportunities shaped by institutions and structures that
exist across multiple scales during this phase [41], as well
as capacities to envision and self-organize to support the
emergence of new states [41]. Recognizing the inter-
twinedness of SES also treats the relationship between
humans and the environment as a capacity; thus,
strengthening the connection to the biosphere can be a
crucial part of approaches to healing, revitalizing iden-
tities, culture, language, and more that has been da-
maged through conflict (see, e.g. [42]). These capacities
overlap with what scholars have shown are the focus of
transformative justice approaches [29,30]. Such evidence
reinforces the idea that transformative justice may play a
critical role in creating the liminal space needed for
strengthening these capacities. However, without space
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Figure 2
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Transformative justice work can target both basins to generate and then
shift to new and temporary attractors but also weaken the strength of
the old attractors (to make the red cup shallower). (a) The red basin of
attraction or ‘cup’ is the current system state, with negative attractors,
that needs to be transformed. The dotted green line is the future basin of
attraction and the imagined, transformed state of the system, with new,
positive attractors. (b) Since the transition phase can be difficult to
navigate (due to high level of uncertainty and surprise and latent,
competing, and negative attractors), transformative justice can help
create a temporary, shallow basin of attraction (in blue). Thus, it can
provide a liminal space when moving from one state to another. (c) This
can create enough time and space for the activities needed to navigate
the transition toward the imagined state and new attractors (in green)
(illustration by Johanna Gustafsson).

and attention to the cross-scale dynamics of the conflict,
transformations may not be possible. For example, the
different social movements involved in the uprisings
referred to as ‘Arab Spring’ can be understood to have
effectively weakened the attraction to the dominant re-
gime’s basin. Yet, the countries continue in their
struggle to navigate toward the basins of attraction that
might have been hoped for by those engaged in the
uprisings [28]. Numerous factors affect the ongoing
process, but one possible factor is that more capacity
may have developed for weakening the attractor of one
state, without addressing the ongoing forces of un-
certainty and conflict that emerge from cross-scale dy-
namics. Research has shown how these cross-scale
dynamics, such as intense pressures from the interna-
tional community, have suppressed the capacities avail-
able within those contexts to both build attractors for
another state and navigate the liminal space between
them [28,32] (Figure 2).

Navigating crisis

Any efforts to create a temporary attractor through
transitional and transformative justice will need to con-
tinually respond to additional, unanticipated crises or
disturbances. Resilience scholars have explored the role
of crises, including economic, ecological, or sociopolitical

shocks, natural disasters, and pandemics in transforma-
tion processes [10,20,43,44]. More specifically, they have
focused on the role of these for creating ongoing for-
mative moments, learning, and for creating different
opportunity contexts for transformation [10,40,44].
While evidence indicates that large-scale societal change
may emerge following crises, the consequences are not
always better, more peaceful, sustainable, nor just
[40,45]. Moreover, whether transformation emerges may
be different from one context to another [10,46]. For
example, studies of the post-disaster peacebuilding in
Sri Lanka and Aceh, Indonesia following the 2004 In-
dian Ocean earthquake and tsunami, show the contrast
in impacts [47]. In Sri Lanka, the disaster deepened and
intensified the armed conflict between the Sri Lankan
government and the separatist Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam, while in Aceh, a historic peace agreement
between the Indonesian government and the separatists
was generated [47]. While numerous factors contributed
to these differences, the example shows that a crisis
could contribute to a strengthening of a dominant at-
tractor or ‘locking in’ of one basin or it may lower the
threshold between basins enabling a rapid transition
toward a new attractor (Figure 2). Given that crisis can
lead to such diverse outcomes, existing evidence does
not amount to a blueprint for navigating such dynamics.
However, previous research has shown that preparing a
system to transformation may better prepare it to re-
spond to crises [40,44]. Therefore, while transitional and
transformative justice processes will be affected by on-
going crises and surprise, it is possible that the processes
themselves may increase the readiness and capacity to
continue to respond to additional crises.

Conclusion

We argue for combining resilience-based transformations
and transformative justice research to consider the
complex dynamics of peacebuilding, given that peace-
building processes are a form of crisis-driven transfor-
mation. However, we also suggest that combining these
sets of literature is valuable for additional reasons.
Beyond peacebuilding efforts, numerous calls are being
made for many different transformations, such as the
transformations of food and energy systems [48] and
those related to climate change. Most transformations
are expected to involve friction, conflict, and resistance
[49], and thus, understanding how to navigate transfor-
mation processes peacefully, sustainably, and with jus-
tice remains an urgent question.

In reviewing and combining these literatures, we argue
that the transition phase of transformation processes can be
better understood as its own specific, temporary state. This
phase represents a period of in-betweenness, but one that
is critical given the landscape of basins of attraction that
may exist, some of which may represent peace,
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sustainability, and justice, but some of which may not.
Transformative justice approaches, in combination with
context sensitive transitional justice processes, may play a
critical role in creating a temporary liminal space that can
support strengthening the capacities for navigating the
complexity of simultaneously weakening one attractor
while nurturing and strengthening another, and the myriad
of backlash, cross-scale, and crisis dynamics. Amidst ten-
sions, conflicts, and war, hope remains as seeds for peace-
building emerges, and this review is intended to be in
service to those on the frontlines of the most difficult and
dangerous transformative change efforts.
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